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P re fa c e
This e s s a y  o rig in a ted  in a  th irty -page  p a p e r  written for a  c o u rs e  in co n tem p o ra ry  
poetry . I w ro le  th a t p a p e r  u n d e r th e  h e ad y  influence of p h en o m en o lo g y , sem iotics a n d  
d eco n stru c tio n ; th a t  su ch  seriously  se r io u s  s tra te g ie s  w ere  a p p lie d  to  th e  poetry  of 
Frank O 'H ara  is no t a s  incredible a s  it m ay  se em . T he th e s is  of th a t p a p e r  w a s  that o p en  
a n d  c lo se d  fo rm s of poetry  a re  not identical to  th em se lv e s : w hat is o p e n  is c lo sed  and  
w hat is c lo se d  is o p e n . O 'H ara 's  poetry  a p p e a re d  to d isca rd  ali th e  tra c e s  of traditional 
c losu ra l f e a tu re s  e n u m e ra te d  in B a rb a ra  H errn ste in -S m ith 's  s tu d y  P o e tic  C lo su re . I 
w an ted  to sh o w  o therw ise .
At first I p la n n e d  to do  my th e s is  on  O 'H ara ; all I h ad  to d o --so  I th o u g h -w a s  g a th e r  
a  little m o re  inform ation on th e s e  no tions of o p e n n e ss  a n d  c lo su re . Four y e a rs  ia te r I 
knew  i w a s  in tro u b le , partly b e c a u s e  it w a s  four y e a rs  la te r, b u t m ostly  b e c a u s e  th e s e  
c o n c e p ts  lu red  m e  into the  sp ira ling  a b y s s  of ph ilosophical d ile m m a s  prove  ^ re s i l ie n t  to 
solution; form , s p a c e ,  tim e, e tc . As I co n tin u ed  my re se a rc h  a n d  m ed ita ted  on the  
prob lem s of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re , th e  O 'H ara  e s sa y  w a s  re le g a te d  to a  m ere  c h ap te r in 
th e  d isse rta tio n . T h a t didn 't s e e m  o m in o u s  a t th e  tim e; a s  my d isse rta tio n  cha ir pu t it, 
m uch too optim istically , O ’H ara  w a s  to b e  th e  happy  en d in g  to th is  story .
N e e d le ss  to  a d d , O 'H ara  h a s  b e e n  d ro p p ed , an d  ra th e r uncerem on iously  at that, from 
the  e ssa y . A s I ind ica te  in a  n o te  in th e  las t ch ap te r, O 'H ara  sh o u ld  have  b een  the 
trium phant e n d  of th is  e s s a y  b e c a u s e  h is w ork exp lodes the  c o n c e p ts  of o p e n n e ss  and  
c lo su re  by w orking parodically  within th e  tradition, which is to sa y , a t  its e d g e . I w on 't 
re p e a t h e re  all I s a y  in tha t no te; suffice it to sa y  I reg ard  the  n o te  a s  th e  p reface  to an  
e s s a y  I h o p e  to w rite on O 'H ara.
W hat is h e re  is su b stan tia l ev en  if I h av e  only b ro ach ed  th e  p ro b lem s of o p e n n e ss  and  
c lo su re . T h e  e s s a y  h a s  o n e  m ajor division; four c h a p te rs  a re  d e v o te d  strictly to th eo rie s  
of o p e n n e ss , c lo su re , form, th e  im age, s p a c e ,  and  tim e. T he  las t two c h a p te rs  are  the
iv
"application" of th e  th e s is :  T h e re , I try to sh o w  how  certa in  o p e n  fo rm s of poetry  a re  
n o n e th e le s s  c lo se d  in specific  w ays.
T h e  first four c h a p te rs  c o n c e rn  th e  critical defin itions an d  c o n c e p tio n s  of o p e n n e s s , 
c lo su re , p ro c e s s , p re s e n c e , form , s p a c e  a n d  tim e. Although th e  d isse rta tio n  is 
trad itionally  c o n c e iv e d  in em pirica l t e r m s - s ta te m e n t  of p ro b le m , e x p e rim e n ta tio n  o r 
te s t, a n d  th en  conclusion -1  c a n  p re ten d  to no  s u c h  th o ro u g h n e ss . At b e s t  I h o p e  to have  
o p e n e d  up  a  c a n  of w orm s, no t sh u t the  lid on  a  T upperw are  bowl. T h u s  I a rg u e  that the  
v a rio u s  w a y s  critics h av e  tack led  th e s e  p ro b lem s of poetic  form  h a v e  te n d e d  to o b sc u re  
u n se ttle d  is s u e s  of s p a c e ,  tim e, p ro c e ss , e tc .
C h a p te r  O n e  o p e n s  with a n  overview  of th e  c o n c e p ts  of p ro c e s s  a n d  p re s e n c e  in the 
w ork of W ait W hitm an a n d  William W ordsw orth . I posit th e s e  c o n c e p ts  a s  p re c u rso rs  of 
w h a t la te r c a m e  to b e  ca lled  o p e n n e s s  and  c lo su re . I c h o se  th e s e  p o e ts  b e c a u s e  I know 
th e ir w ork relatively well. O th e rs  cou ld  h a v e  b e e n  su b s titu te d , for I be lieve  th e s e  
n o tions  of p ro c e s s  an d  p re s e n c e  can  be  found in a  num ber of c o n c e p ts  beginning, at the 
very  le a s t, with th e  G re e k s . But it would b e  difficult to d en y  th e  overw helm ing  an d  
specific  in fluence W ordsw orth  a n d  W hitm an b o th  h a v e  had  on  th e  d e v e lo p m en t of 
A m erican  poetry . This c h a p te r  co n c lu d e s  with a  brief su m m ary  of th e  ram ifications of 
p ro c e s s  a n d  p re se n c e  in m odern ism  a n d  postm o d ern ism .
C h a p te r  Two implicitly o p p o s e s  C h arles  O lso n 's  "Projective V erse"  e s s a y  to B arb a ra  
H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's  P o e tic  C lo s u re . I show  how  projective v e rs e  is a  limited form  of 
o p e n  p o e try , an d  th en  d e m o n s tra te  the  p ro b lem s H errnste in -Sm ith  e n c o u n te rs  w hen  sh e  
fo rm a lize s  rhetorical a n d  phen o m en o lo g ica l e ffe c ts  of c lo su re . D avid Hull’s  in troduction 
to C o n c e p ts  of C losure  a n d  U m berto  Eco’s  T he R ole  of the  R e a d e r s e rv e  a s  b ridges from 
O lso n  to  H errn s te in -S m ith .
C h a p te r  T h re e  is d e v o te d  entirely  to sp a tia l form  theory . I e x a m in e  J o s e p h  F rank 's  
influential e s s a y  on  sp a tia l form an d  then e x am in e  a  recen t h o m a g e  to him  p ub lished  a s  
an  an th o lo g y  of e s s a y s  on  his w ork. In this c h a p te r  I c o n n ec t F ra n k 's  m odel of spa tia l
v
form  to  N ew  Criticism  a n d  sh o w  how  th e  in fluence of tw en tie th  cen tu ry  pain ting  on  
m o d ern  p o e tr y - a n  in flu en ce  which is ir re fu ta b !e -w a s  tak e n  by F rank  an d  th e  N ew  
C ritics for th e  d e te rm in a tio n  of m odern  po e try . I sh o w  how  ail th is  is re la te d  to a  
m isco n cep tio n  of pa in ting  a s  "frozen" p ic tu re s  a n d  literature  a s  th e  "m ovem ent" of id eas . 
T h u s  th e  question  of form  a n d  the  q u estio n  of th e  im age is tak e n  up  in th e las t part of the 
c h a p te r  in th e  w ork of W . J .  T. Mitchell. S in c e  th e s e  m isco n cep tio n s  re s t on 
m isu n d e rs ta n d in g s  of s p a c e  a n d  tim e, c h a p te r  four c o v e rs  th e  te m p o ra l-b a se d  
h e rm e n e u tic s  of William V. S p a n o s , a  few  o f J a c q u e s  D errida 's  read in g s  of 
sp a tia l/tem p o ra l c o n c e p ts , a n d  finally, a  co n sid e ra tio n  of th e  n a tu re  of s p a c e  a n d  tim e in 
th e  physica l a n d  biological s c ie n c e s . E ach  of th e s e  a r e a s  cou ld  h av e  b een  a  c h a p te r - a t  
lea s t--b y  itself. I h o p e , how ever, I h av e  g iven  so m e  indication  w h ere  future s tu d ie s  on 
th e s e  p ro b lem s m ight go .
S o  e n d s  the  "theory." C h a p te rs  Five a n d  Six a re  d e v o te d , respec tive ly , to th e  talk 
p o e m s  of D avid Antin a n d  lan g u a g e  writing. I exp lo re  th e  sign ifican t b re a c h  with 
trad itional poe try  th a t A ntin 's  work m a k e s , b u t 1 a lso  focus on  th e  w ay s his w ork is still 
"poetry ." In short, I e x a m in e  its c losural fe a tu re s  an d  limits by read ing  se v e ra l p o e m s 
from  h is  tw o co llections, T alk ing  a t th e  B o u n d a rie s  a n d  T u n in g . T h e  last c h a p te r  
e x p lo re s  th e  lan g u ag e  writing m ovem ent by exam ining  its p re m ise s  a n d  m e th o d s  and  
th en , a s  a  so rt of c o d a  to  it all, reading a  lan g u a g e  poem , w hich is to say , a ttem pting  to 
re a d  in th e  "new  w ays" p re sc r ib e d  by th eo ris ts  of lan g u a g e  p o e try . A lthough I c o v e r a  
n u m b er of figu res  briefly in th e  open ing  sec tio n  of th is c h a p te r , a t  le a s t a  third of the  
c h a p te r  is d e v o ted  to th e  th eo ry  an d  p rac tice  em b o d ied  in the  w ork of B arrett W atten .
W e m ay  b e  living in th e  a g e  of post-struc tu ra lism  a n d  d e -c e n te re d n e s s , bu t the  
d is se r ta tio n  is a  faithful s e rv a n t  to trad ition . I think, in w h a t follow s, th e  c e n te r  still 
ho lds, a n d  ho lds it ail to g e th e r: all p o e m s  a re  o p e n e d  an d  c lo se d ; they  differ, how ever, in 
how  th ey  a re  o p en  an d  how  th ey  a re  c lo sed .
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CHAPTER ONE
A nd w h a te v e r  e ls e  th e  p o e ts  in th is  vo lum e m ay  o r m ay  not h a v e  in com m on , all 
d e m o n s tra b ly  a re  se ek in g  a  new  o r  re -n e w e d  w orld .i
F o r m an y  p o s tm o d e rn is t  p o e ts ,  d iscon tinu ity  from  an  in tim idating E nglish  tradition 
req u ired  no t sim ply an  A m erican  tradition , a  d y n a s tic  New W orld poetic , b u t an  anti- 
trad ition , th a t  is, d iversified  th e o r ie s  of instability  a n d  c h a n g e  th a t m ight b e  te rm e d  
p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s :  p oe tics  which g e n e ra te  both  new  form s of e x p re ss io n  a n d  their own 
a n ti th e s e s , a n ti th e s e s  g e n e ra te d  within th e  "bodies" of their h o s ts  a n d  con tain ing  
w ithin th e m s e lv e s  th e ir  ow n an tithe tica l g u e s ts .
T h e s e  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  c a n  b e  tra c ed  b a c k  to o n e  of their fo rem ost A m erican 
p ro p o n e n ts -W a lt  W hitm an. T h e s e  p o e tic s  e m b ra c e  th e  spirit of th e  ro ad , th e  self- 
inflating fiction of m oving o u ts id e  the  b o rd e rs  of cu lture a n d  C u ltu re . If th is  A m erican  
m y th -a d v e n tu re  a s  a n  a b so lu te  b re a k  with th e  p a s t  in all its cu ltu ral a n d  so c ia l fo rm s -  
c a n  b e  dem ystified  by a  c o n s id e ra tio n  of W ordsw orth ian  rev ision ism , I m u st 
n e v e r th e le s s  m ak e  a  carefu l d istinction b e tw e e n  it an d  th e  rev isionism  of a  W hitm an.
T h e  W ordsw orth ian  p o e tic  o f p ro c e s s  m a n ife s ts  itself in the  w orking o u t of re la tionsh ip s 
b e tw e e n  p a rts  a n d  w ho les , b e tw e e n  sp o ts  o f tim e an d  the  im m ortality in tim ated  by th o se  
e p ip h a n ic  m o m e n ts . Implicit in th e  possib ility  of a  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e en  p a rts  a n d  
w h o les  is th e  p resu m p tio n  of a  d if fe re n c e -p o s s ib ly  ir re d u c ib le -b e tw e e n  th em . Yet 
th e  possib ility  of a  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e en  p a r ts  a n d  w h o les  a lso  im plies th e  possib ility  of 
an  o rg an ic  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e e n  th e  two. In so far a s  p a rts  an d  w h o les  refe r to s e p a ra te  
c a te g o r ie s - r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  tra n sc e n d e n ta iism -- th e  m yriad  of c o n c e p ts  
w hich m ight b e  p la c e d  in th e s e  c a te g o r ie s - a r t  a n d  n a tu re , hum an ity  a n d  divinity, 
ad u lth o o d  a n d  ch ildhood , e t c . - a r e  a lw ays c o n c e iv e d  in te rm s of a  d ialectica l h ierarchy .
But in so far a s  p a rts  a n d  w ho les a re  s u b su m e d  u n d er the  ca te g o ry  of 
tra n sc en d e n ta lism  itself, th o se  s a m e  c o n c e p ts  a re  co n ce iv ed  in te rm s  of an  idea lized  
con tinuum . I d e fin e  p o s tm o d ern is t p oe tics  a s  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  m uch la ter in th is
c h a p te r  a n d  so  u s e  th e  term  p o s tm o d ern is t to  re fe r to  th e  m ore radically  ex perim en ta l of 
th e  p o e ts  th a t follow Eliot P o u n d , S te v en s , e tc : O lson , W illiams Koch, O 'H ara , S p icer, 
e tc .2
S o  fo r W ordsw orth  p ro c e s s  itse lf is th e  continuity  of intim ation a rch ing  o v e r the 
d iscon tinu ity  im plied by ep is tem o lo g ica l limits. W hat w e "intuit" is th e  co n n ec tio n  
b e tw e e n , for ex am p le , th e  p a s t a n d  future, so  th e  p ro c e s s  of m ovem en t from  o n e  to the 
o th e r  im plies not a  b re a k , a  d isco n n ec tio n , bu t in s te a d  a  m ore  o r le s s  sm oo th  transition , 
th a t m o re  o r  le s s  ind icating  th e  e x te n t to which w h a t w e "know" te lls  u s  differently (i.e., 
d isc o n n e c tio n ). But th is  continuity  th a t a lso  in tim ates  th e  w hole o f im m ortality an d  
e te rn ity  is a lw ays u n d e rm in ed  by the  a p p a re n t p len itu d e  o f th o se  "sp o ts  of tim e." For 
e x a m p le , in "Tintern A bbey ,"  W ordsw orth  d ep lo y s  th e s e  "parts" to in tim ate  th e  w hole, 
b u t h is  rap tu ro u s  d e lin ea tio n  of th e s e  p a rts  in tim ate  th e ir  se lf-su ffic iency : "In this 
m o m en t th e re  is life a n d  food /  F o r future y e a rs ."  Continuity , th en , is no t a  s tra igh t 
line, b u t a  spiral in w hich o n e 's  m o v em en ts  th rough  th e  "m om ents" of an  in n er a rc  
s e r v e s  a s  a  ritualistic prefiguration  a n d  repetition  of bo th  th e  "m om ents" o n e  h a s  
a lre a d y  e n c o u n te re d  a n d  th e  "m om ents" o n e  will e n c o u n te r  in s u c c e s s iv e  c y c le s  through 
o u te r  a rc s . Intim ation th u s  p ro c e e d s  by both re g re ss io n  a n d  p ro g ress io n , m em ory  an d  
a n tic ip a tio n , until th e  o u te rm o s t a rc - im m o r ta l i ty - is  r e a c h e d . But th e  " g a p s ” 
b e tw e e n  th e  a rc s , the  a c tu a l d iffe rences  of e a ch  m om ent rem e m b e red , ex p e rien c e d  and 
a n tic ip a te d , in su re s  W o rd sw o rth 's  ph ilo soph ica l a n d  p o e tic  s c h e m a -o r ig in  a n d  
te n d e n c y  a s  c o -re la tiv e -fro m  th e  de lusion  of H eg e l's  c irc le  of a b so lu te  know ledge 2
How, th e n , d o e s  continuity  o v e rco m e  ap p aren tly  irreducib le  d iffe re n c e s?
W ordsw orth  c o n s tru c ts  a  m yth in which n a tu re  s u p p re s s e s  th e  early  ch ildhood  m em ory 
of p re -e x is te n c e , w h a t W ordsw orth  ca lls  "A bundant rec o m p en c e "  for the  lo ss  of this 
m em ory  is th e  ph ilosoph ica l m ind which ra ise s  th e  m em ory  from  th e  A b y ss  in the  
tra n sfig u red  form of th e  im ag ination  in th e  Alps e p iso d e  of T h e  P re lu d e . Immortality is 
in tim ated  a s  abou t to b e  rec o v e red .
3T he W ordsw orth ian  p re -e x is ten c e  h a s  its co rre la tiv es  in P o p e 's  G o ld en  Age of 
c la ss ic a l learn ing  a n d  M ilton's p re la p sa ria n  E d e n . T h e se  p a ra d is e s  function a s  ideal 
no rm s from  which th e  p o e ts  tak e  their v a rio u s  s ta n c e s  tow ard th e  w orld of m en a n d  
w om en  only b e c a u s e  th e ir norm s a re  p a ra d is ia c a l: w ho les a n d  a b s o lu te s  existing o u ts id e  
tim e . T hey  a re  w h o le s  th a t a re  both a n te r io r  a n d  posterio r to th e ir p a r ts :  d ep en d in g  on  
th e  p a rticu la r p o e t, p o s tla p sa r ia n , p o s t-G ra e c o -R o m a n , an d  p o s t-p a rtu m . For th e s e  
p o e ts ,  s tra te g ie s  o f con tinu ity  can  b e  a c h ie v e d  only a t  th e  level of tra n sc en d e n ta l 
id ea lism .*
W ordsw orth  d iffers, how ever, from P o p e  a n d  Milton in th a t b e  b e lie v e s  it is p o ss ib le  
to  rec o n stru c t a  m em ory  of "how’' th e  sou l o n c e  felt. S in ce , for him , m em ory is only the  
tra c e  of a  th o ugh t w hich  is itself only th e  re p re se n ta tiv e  of a  fe e lin g ,5 W ordsw orth  
p o s tu la te s  that th e  p a ra d is e  to be  re g a in e d  c a n  b e  in tim ated by n u r tu r in g -a n d  
perm itting  n a tu re  to n u rtu re --a  feeling of a  feeling , a  part of a  p a rt , which can  n e v e r  
b e  ex p e rien c e d  a s  a  w ho le . Indeed , W ordsw orth  w arn s  ag a in s t im agining any part a s  the  
w ho le :
W ho k n o w s th e  individual h ou r in which 
His hab its  w e re  first sow n a s  a  s e e d ,
W ho th a t sha ll point a s  with a  w an d , a n d  say  
"This po rtion  o f th e  river of m y m ind 
C am e  from  yon foun ta in?6 
For W ordsw orth  th e  p r o c e s s e s  of art m irror th e  p ro c e s s e s  of n a tu re , a n d  so  one  d o e s  
" re a so n  to  d issec t"  w h e n  o n e  allows any s p o t  o f tim e to b e co m e  a n  e n d  in itself, w hen o n e  
tra n s fo rm s  a  p a rt in to  a  fetish  a s  though  it w a s  th e  w hole itse !f--such  is the  risk of 
th e s e  eph ip h an tic  s p o ts  of tim e.
But cou ld  W ordsw orth  h av e  in fact re m e m b e re d  "what" h e  fe lt?  W h a tn e ss  is the 
ep ip h a n y  of w h o le n e ss , a lln e s s , w hat by definition c a n n o t b e  know n. B ut it is w h o le n e ss  
partitioned , a lln e ss  de lim ited , u n k n o w n n e ss  know n; w hat the  a c tu a l ep iphan tic  m om en t
3T h e  W ordsw orth ian  p re -e x is te n c e  h a s  its co rre la tiv es  in P o p e ’s  G o lden  A ge of 
c la ss ic a l learn ing  a n d  Milton's p re la p sa r ia n  E den . T h e s e  p a ra d is e s  function a s  ideal 
n o rm s from  w hich th e  p o e ts  ta k e  th e ir  v a rio u s  s ta n c e s  tow ard  th e  w orld of m en  an d  
w om en  only b e c a u s e  their no rm s a re  p a rad is iaca l: w h o les  a n d  a b s o lu te s  existing o u tsid e  
tim e. T hey  a re  w h o les  tha t a re  b o th  an te rio r a n d  p o s te rio r to their p a r ts :  d ep en d in g  on 
th e  p a rticu la r  p o e t, p o s tia p sa r ia n , p o s t-G ra e c o -R o m a n , a n d  p o s t-p a rtu m . For th e s e  
p o e ts , s tra te g ie s  o f continuity c a n  b e  a c h ie v e d  only a t  th e  level o f tra n sc e n d e n ta l 
id ea lism .*
W ordsw orth  d iffers, how ever, from  P o p e  a n d  Milton in tha t b e  b e lie v e s  it is p o ss ib le  
to  re c o n s tru c t a  m em ory  of "how ” th e  soul o n c e  felt. S in ce , for him , m em ory  is only the  
tra c e  of a  th o u g h t w hich is itself only  th e  re p re se n ta tiv e  of a  fee lin g ,s  W ordsw orth  
p o s tu la te s  th a t th e  p a ra d ise  to b e  re g a in e d  c a n  b e  in tim ated  by n u r tu r in g -a n d  
perm itting  n a tu re  to n u r tu re -a  fee ling  of a  feeling , a  p a rt of a  p a rt, w hich c a n  n e v e r  
b e  e x p e rie n c e d  a s  a  w hole. Indeed , W ordsw orth w a rn s  ag a in s t im agining any  part a s  the 
w hole :
W ho k n o w s the  individual hour in w hich 
His h a b its  w ere  first so w n  a s  a  s e e d ,
W ho th a t shall point a s  with a  w and, an d  s a y  
"This portion  of th e  river of m y m ind 
C a m e  from  yon fo u n ta in ?6 
For W ordsw orth  th e  p ro c e s s e s  of a r t  m irror the  p r o c e s s e s  of n a tu re , a n d  so  o n e  d o e s  
" re a so n  to  d isse c t"  w h en  o n e  allow s any sp o t of tim e to  b e co m e  a n  e n d  in itself, w hen  o n e  
tra n s fo rm s  a  p a rt  into a  fetish  a s  :hough  it w a s  th e  w hole  i ts e lf - s u c h  is the  risk of 
th e s e  ep h ip h an tic  s p o ts  of tim e.
But cou ld  W ordsw orth  have  in fa c t rem e m b e red  "what" h e  felt? W h a tn e s s  is the  
ep ip h an y  of w h o le n e ss , a lln e ss , w h a t by  definition c a n n o t b e  know n. B ut it is w h o le n e ss  
partitioned , a lln e s s  delim ited , u n k n o w n n e ss  know n; w h a t the  a c tu a l ep ip h an tic  m om en t
s e e m s  to  c o n s is t  of is an  o b se rv e r  w itnessing  a  w hole c o n v e rted  into a  p art. T hus th e  
o b se rv e r , on ly  a  p art, in tim a tes  h is w h o le n e ss  o n c e  p o s s e s s e d  b e fo re  h is fall into 
p a r tn e s s , m ortality a t th e  m o m en t of co n cep tio n .
How, th e n , c a n  th e  o b se rv e r  not intim ate th e  p a r tn e s s  of w h a t w a s  o n c e  though t to b e  
w ho le?  How c a n  h e  e v a d e  d e sp a ir  w hen  h e  rea lize s  that the  ep iphan tic  m o m e n t-n o w  
s e e n  a s  a  p a rt  converting  into a  p a r t - d o e s  no t in tim ate a n  im m ortality a b o u t to b e  
reco v e red  b u t in s te a d  s e rv e s  a s  a  painful rem in d er of w hat h e  h a s  n e v e r h a d ?  
W ordsw orth ’s  re s p o n s e  is th e  su p p re ss io n  o f h istory  u n d e r  th e  g u ise  of continuity , th e  
co n v ers io n  of m em ory  into a n  im agination th a t b r id g e s  p a r ts  a n d  w h o les .
Now, im m ediacy  is a  p re req u is ite  for ep ip h an y , even  an  ep ip h an y  of p a rts . M ediation 
d ilu tes w h a tn e s s  into h o w n e ss , an d  a s  th e  la tte r  term  s u g g e s ts ,  th e  c a ta ly s t is figuration 
which re p re s e n ts  w hat is s u p p o s e d  to h av e  a lre a d y  b een  p re se n t. For exam p le , even  
though  a  th o u g h t is only a  feeling  of a  feeling, th a t thought is n o n e th e le s s  a  form of 
m edia tion . T h e  philosophical m ind m ay in d ee d  provide "A bundant reco m p en ce"  for the  
lo ss  of th e  m em ory  of p re -e x is te n c e , bu t is th is  sufficient " re c o m p e n c e ?"  For h o w n e ss , 
a s  a  trope  m a p p e d  on to  w h a tn e ss , can n o t "fit." B e c a u se  it too  is only a  p a rt, lan g u a g e , for 
W ordsw orth , is in ad e q u a te  to  d e sc rib e  th e  w ho le  of reality b e c a u s e  th a t w hole  e x c e e d s  
th e  d e sc rip tiv e  p o w e rs  of lan g u a g e . But, sim uftaneously , th is w ho le  of reality  is, a t the 
m o m en t it is c o n c ep tu a liz ed  a s  reality, in fac t, y e t a n o th e r  p a rt. T he fields of la n g u a g e  
a n d  reality  re v e rs e  re la tio n s , a n d  now --as  w ell a s  b e fo re - la n g u a g e  e x c e e d s  the  
b o u n d a rie s  o f reality; its field e n c o m p a s s e s  reality . The d iffe rence  b e tw e en  the  two, the  
s p a c e  of th e  im ag ina tion , rem a in s , bu t n o w --as  well a s  b e fo r e - th e  do m ain  of the  
unknow n, th e  w hole, h a s  b e e n  su p e rs e d e d  by  th e  z o n e  of d isc o u rse .
But if I a c c e p t  th e  reversibility  of th e  fie lds, I m u st a n sw e r  th is q u e s tio n : s in c e  
reality c a n  b e  e n c lo se d  w ithin lan g u a g e , w hy  is th e re  still "som eth ing  to p u rsu e ,"  
"som eth ing  e v e rm o re  a b o u t to b e"?  W ordsw orth  provides a  c lu e : th e s e  lines o ccu r 
within th e  c o n te x t of d isc u ss io n  of the  activity of th e  m ind. I c a n  c ircum ven t the
a p p a re n t c u l-d e -sa c  by shifting th e  m o d e  of d isc o u rse  from th e  onto logical to  the 
e p is te  m o logical p lan e . A nd with th is m an e u v e r, h o w n e ss  e n v e lo p e s  w h a tn e ss , figure 
b u rie s  figu red . T h e  W ordsw orth ian  m ind, unfolding to n a tu re , r e v e rs e s  itse lf an d  
e n fo ld s  upon itself, b end ing  in s e a rc h  of its ow n reflection  ju s t a s  N arc issu s  b e n t tow ard 
th e  pool. But unlike th a t youth  d o o m e d  to  p in e  in s ta s is ,  W ordsw orth 's  m ind , hav ing  s e e n  
not its ow n b u t D orothy 's reflection, p lu n g e s  into th e  p ro te a n  im age  an d  re s u rfa c e s  a s  
th e  d ro w n ed  m an , th e  A rab ian  so lider, th e  g u id e  in th e  A lps, th e  herm it w h o se  herm itage  
is v io la ted  by com m union  with th e  re a d e r  {not with th e  p o e t w ho h a s  a lread y  g o n e  on to 
a n o th e r  "spot,"  a n o th e r  text, a n o th e r  im age). T h e  re a d e r  is too  a n o th e r  p a rt, b e n t 
tow ard  th e  tex t, a n d  s e e in g  not his own but W ordsw orth 's  reflection , falls, d isp lac ing  the  
W ordsw orth ian  e g o  (or, ra th e r, filling in th e  void th e  e g o  m om entarily  o c c u p ie d ), thus  
affirm ing its p a r tn e s s  ev en  a s  it s e e k s  to  d e fe r  a p a r tn e s s  by  inhabiting a  s u c c e s s io n  of 
p a r t s .
*  *  *
In W h itm an 's  w ork poe tic  p ro c e s s  ta k e s  th e  form  le s s  of a  d ev e lo p m en ta l sy s te m  th an  
of an  add itive  m odel. T he  additive principle is ev id en t a t  eve ry  level of W hitm an 's work: 
th e  ev er-ex p an d in g  ed itions  of L e a v es  of G ra s s , the  b ranch ing  s ta n z a  form s, th e  
sw e e p in g  lines. T he  dom inan t motif of W hitm an 's w ork s e e m s  to u rge  g a thering , 
co llec ting , ho ld ing .
In W hitm an w e w itn ess  the  fo rem ost rep re sen ta tiv e  of th e  u n a b a s h e d  b rav a d o  of a  
young  nation  w h o se  so m e w h a t ignoble orig ins (religious re fu g e e s  w h o se  d ev e lo p m en t of a  
su c c e s s fu l  a g ra rian  industry  w a s  founded  on th e  sy s tem atiza tio n  of slavery  an d  
d isp la c em e n t of th e  ind igenous peop le) did not dim inish th e  h e a d y  d rea m  of a n  
u n p re c e d e n te d  d e m o cra tic  fu tu re . S p u rre d  onw ard  by th e  individualism  of th e  religion 
w hich h a d  m ad e  them  s u s p e c t  h e re tic s  in A nglican E ngland , th e  new  A m ericans found 
th e m s e lv e s  in a  bountiful lan d  w h ere  (w hite) m e n  m ight b e  f re e  to  p u rsu e  p riva te  
in te re s ts . As th e  s u b s e q u e n t repulsion  of th e  British, th e  c o n q u e s t  of th e  n a tiv e s , and
th e  sub ju g a tio n  of A fricans s e e m  to d e m o n s tra te , th e  p e rs e v e ra n c e  and  s h re w d n e s s  of the 
A m ericans s e e m e d  lim itless. T h e  a v e ra g e  A m erican sa w  h im self a s  a n  active and  
e n e rg e tic  individual, a n d  h e  sa w  his coun try  th rough  th e  s ta rry  e y e s  of possibility  an d  
op tim ism . T h is  op tim ism , h o w ev er d e lu so ry , re s te d  on  cap ita lis t ex p a n sio n ism , the  
eco n o m ic  a n a lo g u e  to the  add itive  principle.?
It w ould  b e  both  tem pting  a n d  conven tional to  partition th e  first two c e n tu r ie s  of 
A m erican  h isto ry  into roughly  tw o h a lv es . T h e re  w ould su p p o se d ly  b e  Ihe first cen tu ry  
o f n a tiona l h isto ry  during  w hich A m erican  g en e ra lly  lau d e d  individual e n te rp r is e , the  
a b u n d a n c e  of the  land , a n d  th e  econom ic  self-sufficiency of th e  a v e ra g e  m an . In roughly 
th e  s e c o n d  c en tu ry  of A m erican  history th e s e  no tions w ould  u n d erg o  m utation : individual 
e n te rp ris e  c o lla p s e s  into g roup -th ink  m onopo liza tion , th e  a b u n d a n c e  of land  justifies 
topso il ru ina tion  a n d  e x c e s s iv e  explo itation  o f u n d erg ro u n d  na tu ra l r e s o u rc e s , a n d  
eco n o m ic  self-su ffic iency  c o n sp ire s  with tra n sp la n te d  E u ro p e an  w ealth  to form  an  
in d ig e n o u s  p lu to c racy . In sh o rt, A m erica  is tra n sfo rm ed  from  a  basica lly  a g ra ria n  
so c ie ty , with e co n o m ic  a n d  political pow er w idely d iffused  am o n g  fa rm ers , a r t is a n s  and  
sm all b u s in e s s m e n , into a  p redom inan tly  industria l fo rce , with eco n o m ic  a n d  political 
po w er c o n c e n tra te d  in an  en tre p re n e u ria l a n d  cap ita lis t c la s s . O pportunity  in this 
cen tu ry  w ould no longer m e a n  th e  right to b e  a  m an  in a  society  of e q u a ls , in d ep e n d e n t 
b e c a u s e  th ey  a re  financially self-sufficient; it w ould m ean  th e  c h a n c e  to g e t rich by 
exploiting th e  physica l re s o u rc e s  of the  coun try  a s  well a s  th e  labor of o th e r  m en . 
A m erica 's  d es tin y  w ould  no longer b e  G o d 's  com m onw ealth , a s  th e  P uritans im agined , nor 
w ould it b e  a  repub lic  w h ere in  ord inary  m en  cou ld  rise  to their full a n d  e q u a l w orth, a s  
P a in e  a n d  Je ffe rso n  s u p p o s e d . A m erica in this cen tu ry  fo re s e e s  h e rse lf a s  a n  econom ic  
p o w e r ru led  by th e  royalty  o f industry .8
This division of A m erican  history roughly  re p lic a te s  an teb e llu m  an d  postbe llum  
A m erica b e c a u s e  th e  Civil W ar g a v e  im p e tu s  to  th e  grow th of industrial cap ita l. The 
victory o f th e  Union fo rces  e s ta b lish e d  th e  u n a rg u ab le  d o m in an ce  of th e  m odern
industrial N orth o v e r th e  a rc h a ic  a g ra rian  sy s te m  of th e  S o u th . Industrialization  of the 
nation  w a s  a id e d  on two fron ts: th e  influx of im m igran ts from e a s te rn  a n d  so u th e rn  
E u rope  into th e  c ities w here  th ey  co n stitu ted  d e  fac to  c h e a p  labor pools, an d  the 
a p p ro p ria tio n  o f th e  R e p u b lican  P a rty --th e  d o m in a n t political in s tru m en t o f th e  N orth 
by  industrial g ia n ts  to fu rther th e ir  ow n eco n o m ic  in te re s ts . It is not m ere  c o in c id en c e  
th a t so  m an y  A m erican  n ove lis ts  of th e  la te  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  w rote  boo k s th a t d ea lt 
with th e  u n fo re se e n  ram ifications of u n ch eck ed  financial g re e d  a n d  the  s u b s e q u e n t  effec ts  
on  A m erican  c h a ra c te r  a n d  civilization. T h e se  b o o k s  d e a lt  with getting  a n d  sp e n d in g , 
with W e ste rn  w ea lth  a n d  E a s te rn  cu ltu re , with m illionaires a n d  labor a g ita to rs , with 
th e  G o sp e l of C hrist an d  A ndrew  C a rn e g ie 's  G ospe l of W ealth , with Social Darwinism  an d  
S ocia lism , with th e  socia l clim bing of th e  new  rich an d  th e  s n o b b is h n e s s  of th e  old rich, 
with E u ro p e 's  p o o r p eo p le  se ek in g  w ealth  in A m erica  a n d  with rich A m ericans buying 
civilization in E u rope . A cu rso ry  sam pling  of th e  o e u v re s  of Tw ain fln n o c e n ts  A b ro ad . 
T h e  G ilded A ge), Howells (A C h a n c e . A cquain tance. T he  R ise  of S ila s  L apham . A H azard  of 
N ew  F o rtu n e s)  a n d  J a m e s  (Portrait of a  Ladv. T h e  B o sto n ian s . T h e  A m b a ssa d o rs !  
s u g g e s ts  th e  u rg en cy  of c o n c e rn  felt by A m erican  w riters a t  th a t tim e.9
All th a t I h a v e  su m m a riz ed  th u s  far is t r u e - e x c e p t ,  p e rh a p s , for th e  partition ing  
itself, th e  division of A m erican a n d  cultural c o n c e rn s  into an tebe llum  an d  postbe llum  
p erio d s. T h e  d em o cra tic  a sp ira tio n s  of m o st A m ericans, it is c la im ed , m u ta te d  o r 
d e g e n e ra te d . T he application of th e s e  term s to the  c h a n g e s  th a t occu rred  p re s u p p o s e s  a  
ce rta in  v a lu e  sy s te m ; th e  im plication is th a t so m e th in g  w a s  right in th e  first p la c e . T he 
A m erican  D ream  m ight h av e  b e e n  rea lized . But th e  uncritical a c c e p ta n c e  of te rm s like 
m utation  o r  d e g e n e ra tio n  d ra g s  u s  b ack  into th e  th o u g h t of th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  
m ora lis ts--no t only  Tw ain, H ow ells a n d  J a m e s , bu t a lso  E m e rso n , T h o reau  a n d  W hitm an 
•w ho sk e tc h e d  in p e n  the  s te rn  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of a  p eo p le  th a t a ttem p ted  to c o m p e n sa te  for 
th e ir s e n s e  of cu ltu ral inferiority with th e  neu ro tic  accu m u la tio n  of w ealth . Is th e re  not 
in W h itm an 's  all-too-friendly e m b ra c e  both an  unbrid led  joy  a n d  a  certa in  d e s p e ra tio n ?
Is th e re  no t a  ra th e r  h e a v y -h a n d e d  m oralism  b eh in d  h is  ex h o rta tio n s  to d a m  th e  sh o re s  
a g a in s t - a n d  e x o rc ize  r e s id u a l-E u ro p e a n is m ?  is  th e re  n o t in W h itm an 's  a tte m p t to 
fo rge a  n e w  w orld u n fe tte re d  by  its m o o rin g s a  forgetting  of h is to ry -w h a t N ie tz sch e  
fo re saw  a s  a  p re re q u is ite  for th e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f th e  O v er-m an ?  A b re a k  with history, a s  
M arx s o m e tim e s , con trad ic to rily , th o u g h t? !  o Isn 't th is  w hy W hitm an c a n  s a y  tha t his 
p o e m s  will b e  a b o u t "the young  m en  of th e  S ta te s "  b e c a u s e  "they out-rival th e  b e s t  of the 
re s t o f th e  e a r th "?  Isn 't th is  n a tiona l ch au v in ism  o u r h e rita g e ?
In W hitm an 's  d e m o cra tic  e m b ra c e  th e re  is a  con tra ry  m ovem en t, a  p u sh in g  aw ay  of 
E u ro p e an  h a b its , th o u g h ts , v a lu e s , behav io r, e tc . T h e  irony h e re  is th a t A m erican 
d e m o c rac y  h a s  its roo ts  in th e  E u ro p ean  e x p e rie n c e  of d e m o cracy . H ow ever m inor a  role 
it m ay  h a v e  p lay ed  in th e ir d ec is io n  to le a v e  E u ro p e , relig ious freedom  u n d e r d em o cra tic  
g o v e rn a n c e  sp ro u te d  in th e  O ld W orld. T h e  princip le W hitm an b e liev ed  peculiarly  
A m erican  cou ld  n e v e r  h av e  d e v e lo p e d  h a d  it n o t first b e e n  c o n ce iv ed  "over there ."
W hat if th e  a d v e n t of an  A m erican  p lu tocracy  w a s  the  logical c o n s e q u e n c e -a n d  not a  
p e rv e rs io n  o r d e g e n e r a t io n -o f  n a s c e n t  cap ita lism  (i.e . a g ra r ia n ism )?  T o a n s w e r  "yes" 
to o  quick ly  affirm s th e  le t te r - i f  n o t th e  sp irit—o f th e  M arxist iaw .1 1 In th a t spirit 
th en : w a s  it only idealism  th a t p rev e n ted  th e  early  A m ericans from se e in g  tha t the 
e co n o m ic  po lic ies  b e ing  allow ed  to s h a p e  th e m se lv e s  in a c co rd  with th e  valo rized  "free 
m arket" conflic ted  with th e  political ideal of d e m o c ra c y ?  O r w a s  it th a t th o se  e sp o u sin g  
d em o cra tic  id ea ls  a n d  th o se  getting  rich a lread y  b e lo n g e d  to d ifferent c la s s e s ?  O r w a s  
th e re  a  link b e tw e e n  p lu tocracy  a n d  d em o c rac y ?  T o a d d  a  third fac to r to th e  equation : 
w h a t is th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  Calvinism  a n d  d e m o c rac y ?  All th is  con fusion  resu lts  in 
p a rt from  th e  a b u s e s  th e  w ord "dem ocr. .cy" h a s  su ffe red , for th o u g h  it literally m e a n s  
ru le of all p e o p le , it is usually  tak en  to m ea n  individual liberty. A m erica  w a s  fo u n d ed  on 
bo th  individualism  a n d  d e m o c rac y ; th e re  w a s  no  p e rv e rs io n  in o u r  n a tu ra l h istory. A s 
th e  n a tio n 's  industria l b a s e  e x p a n d e d  a n d  its political m ach inery  b e c a m e  m ore com plex  
th e  c o n tra d ic tio n s  b e tw e e n  th e  be lie fs  b e c a m e  m ore  a p p a re n t b e c a u s e  m o re -p o iitica liy
a n d  econom ica lly --w as a t s ta k e . P e rh a p s  th is con trad ic tion  g o e s  largely  u n n o ticed  
b e c a u s e  in th is  coun try  d e m o cracy  a n d  p lu tocracy  c o n te s t  o n e  a n o th e r  largely  within a  
p red o m in an t e th n ic  an d  rac ial a n d  g e n d e r  e lite -A n g io -S a x a n  m ales .
T h u s  if in 1776 it w a s  b e lie v ed  th a t all "good  o r  'v irtuous ' m en  w ould su b o rd in a te  
p e rso n a l c o n s id e ra tio n s  to th e  g o o d  of their c o m m u n itie s - to  th e  co m m o n w ea l or re s  
p u b llc a -w h ic h  w a s  a  m ore  p ro p e r  o b jec t of th e ir th o u g h t a n d  efforts,'"t 2 d o e s  not any 
in d iv id u a lism -e v e n  re l ig io u s -s ta n d  a s  an  o b s ta c le  to  th is  d e m o cra tic  g o a l?  E ven if 
o n e  a s s u m e s  th a t th e  individual is intrinsically re la te d  to  th e  g en e ra l so c ie ty , th is h a s  
n e v e r  m e a n t th a t  the  ind iv idual's  individualism  is intrinsically  re la ted  to  th e  g e n e ra l 
so c ie ty . T h e  individual's individualism  is  only p e rm iss ib le  w hen , in fac t, it con fo rm s to 
th e  tac it o r  explicit g u id e lin es  of th e  so c ie ty 's  n o tio n s  of individualism . T h e  early  
p ro p o n e n ts  of d e m o c rac y  took  their ta sk  m o st se rio u sly :
It w a s  . . . c h a ra c te r is tic  of th e  tim e th a t C h a rle s  T hom son , th e  Ph iladelph ia  
pa trio t, sc ru p u lo u sly  rem o v e d  th e  n a m e s  o f P e n n sy lv a n ia  rev o lu tio n a rie s  from  
David R a m say ’s  m anuscrip t history of th e  R evolution. To e m p h a s iz e  w ho did 
w h a t, it s e e m e d , w a s  to d e tra c t  a tten tion  from  their com m on  pub lic  m ission . 13 
Nor m u st w e  g lo s s  o v e r  d istinctions b e tw e en  th e  early  rad ica l revo lu tionaries  a n d  the  
d e m o cra tic  liberalism  of th e  la te r  so -c a lle d  Founding  F a th e rs . T hus,
th e  R evolution w a s  subtly  tran sfo rm ed  into th e  w ar for In d e p e n d e n c e  {as it 
rem a in s  for m any), a  m o re  su b tle  rallying po in t th a n  th e  fu n d am e n ta l 
refo rm ation  tha t revolution im plies. P e rso n s  w h o se  im portance  w a s  con fined  to 
th e  p e rio d  b e fo re  1 7 7 6 -w h o  rallied  c o lo n is ts  a g a in s t  e s ta b l is h e d  au tho rity  -  
w e re  fo rgo tten  or, w h e re  the ir p ro m in en ce  p re c lu d e d  o b fu sca tio n , m ytho log ized  
o v e r tim e into sy m b o ls  of all th a t h a d  to  b e  re je c te d  in th e  revo lu tionary  
h e r i ta g e .14
If w e  still w ish to s p e a k  of a  partition  in A m erican  history  in te rm s of a  revo lu tionary  
ideal s u b s u m e d  u n d e r p lu tocratic  an d  dem o cra tic  h ie ra rc h ie s , p e rh a p s  a  m o re  valid
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historical line could  b e  d raw n  b e tw e e n  th e  "old R evolu tionaries" a n d  th e  Founding 
F a th e rs , th e  p ro p o n en ts  o f revolution a n d  the  p ro p o n en ts  of in d e p e n d e n c e .18
If th e  d e m o c ra tic  idea l e n ta ils  th e  lim itation of individual d e s ire , p e rh a p s  W hitm an’s  
s ta te m e n ts  co n cern in g  his p o e try ’s  re la tionsh ip  to A m erican  d em o cracy  sh o u ld  b e  read  a s  
thoroughly  c o n s is te n t an d  a p p ro p ria te . P e rh a p s  th e  often  u n a b a s h e d  a rro g an ce--!  am  
tem p te d  to  s a y  b u lly in g -th a t m ark s  W hitm an 's p ro se  a n d  poe try  o u g h t to  b e  re a d  a s  
part an d  p a rce l of the  dem ocratic  ideal. T he true  o p p o n en t to d em o cracy  w ould then  not 
b e  co m m u n ism  b u t an tinom ian ism , th e  valorization  of th e  individual c o n s c ie n c e .
W hat is rad ica l in W hitm an’s  w ork is h is e m b ra c e  of m a tte r  a n d  th e  body w ithout 
d isg u s t o r  p e e v ish  m oralizing: "In p o e m s  or in s p e e c h e s  I s a y  th e  w ord o r two th a t h a s  
got to b e  sa id , a d h e re  to th e  body, s te p  with th e  c o u n tle ss  com m on  fo o ts tep s ,a n d  rem ind 
every  m an  o r  w om an  of so m e th in g ."18 For W hitm an th e  body  is no t only a  point of 
d e p a r tu re  b u t a lso  its ow n d e s tin a tio n , for, like n a tu re  itse lf " in ex o rab le , onw ard , 
re s is tle s s , im p a ss iv e  am id  th e  th re a ts  a n d  s c re a m s  of d isp u ta n ts , s o  A m erica ."17 This 
conflation of n a tu re  a n d  cu ltu re  is S ocial D arw inism : th e  s u p p o s e d  evolution an d  
e x p a n sio n  of n a tu re  ju stifies  th e  co rre sp o n d in g  evolution a n d  e x p a n sio n  o f cu ltu re . But 
th e  o p p o s ite  equa tion  is a t le a s t a s  p lausib le : tha t th e  e x p a n sio n  a n d  evolution of culture 
g ives  rise  to  th e  sto ry  of n a tu re  a s  evolution a n d  e x p an sio n . W hitm an 's s u p p re s s io n  of 
th is  possib ility  is o n e  with h is re jection  of E u ro p ean ism  s in c e  th e  s e c o n d  form ulation 
not only e le v a te s  cu lture  o v e r n a tu re , bu t a lso  im plies th a t n a tu re  is m erely  a  sto ry  told 
by cu ltu re . B e c a u s e  W hitm an holds fas t to th e  body  a s  th e  o n e  s ite  of th e  natu ral within 
cu ltu re , It b e c o m e s  for him  th e  in te rsec tio n  of th e  individual a n d  com m unity : "I a te  with 
you a n d  s le p t with you, your body h a s  b e c o m e  not y o u rs  only n r r  left my body  m ine 
o n ly ." 18 A nd  it is th is possib ility  of in te rsec tio n  th a t ju stifies  th e  d re a m  of w h o le n e ss  
a n d  com pletion :
Of c o u rs e ,  all lite ra tu re , in all n a tio n s  a n d  y e a rs , will s h a re  m ark e d  a ttr ib u tes  
in co m m o n , a s  w e all, of all a g e s , s h a re  th e  com m on h u m an  a ttr ib u tes . A m erica
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Is to be  Kept c o a rs e  a n d  b road . W hat is to be  d o n e  is to w ithdraw  from  
p re c e d e n ts , a n d  b e  d irec ted  to m en  an d  w o m e n -a ls o  T he  S ta te s  in their 
fe d e ra ln e ss , for th e  union of th e  p a rts  of th e  body  is no t m ore n e c e s s a ry  to their 
life th an  th e  union of T h e s e  S ta te s  is to their life.19 
But s in c e  w e know  th a t th e  body c a n  function w ithout ce rta in  p a rts , a n d  th a t so m e  p a rts  
c a n  function  tem porarily  o u ts id e  th e  body , th e  totality e n v is io n ed  h e re  is m o re  d e s ira b le  
th an  n e c e s s a ry . T his d ialectic  b e tw een  th e  p a rts  a n d  th e  w hole , b e tw een  th e  individual 
a n d  com m unity , is h iera rch ica l: not for no th ing  is th e  union of the  s ta te s  a s so c ia te d  with 
th e ir  life. W hitm an 's  belief in th e  possib ility  of w h o le n e ss  s te m s  from his a ssu m p tio n  
of "com m on h um an  a ttrib u tes ,"  which is th e  problem  of "h u m an  na tu re ."  W hich ev e r 
s c ie n c e  p ro ffers its definition of th e  " hum an ,"  it n e v e r  e v a d e s  a  m oral im perative: 
c o n s id e r , for exam p le , th e  an th ropo log ical lerm  Hom o S a p ie n . T he de te rm ina tion  of the 
h u m a n  is cu ltu ral, po litical, b io log ical, e tc .
I re a d  W hitm an 's d e s ire  to  sing both  "the sim ple s e p a ra te  p e rso n "  an d  "Yet u tte r the  
w ord  D em ocracy , th e  w ord  E n-M asse" a s  p a ra d o x  an d  not contrad iction  only a t th e  level 
of rheto ric . But a t  th e  leve ls  of political, econom ic  a n d  so c ia l life th e  "sim ple s e p a ra te  
p e rso n "  is p red e te rm in e d  arid o rien ted  in a d v a n c e  by th e  "E n-M asse."  A nd it is th is "En- 
M a sse "  a s  a  w hole body th a t W hitm an v a lu e s  over the  "sim ple s e p a ra te  person":
In every  d e p a rtm e n t of T h e s e  S ta te s ,  h e  w ho tra v e ls  with a  co te rie , o r  with 
s e le c te d  p e rs o n s ,  o r with Im itators, o r  with infidels, o r  with th e  o w n e rs  of 
s la v e s , or with th a t w hich is a s h a m e d  of th e  body of a  m an , o r with th a t w hich is 
a s h a m e d  of the  body  of a  w om an, o r with anything p e rso n a l le s s  th an  the  b rav e s t 
a n u  th e  o p e n e s t ,  trave ls  stra igh t for th e  s lo p e s  of d isso lu tion . T he g e n iu s  of all 
foreign litera tu re  is c lipped  a n d  c u t sm all, c o m p a re d  to ou r g e n iu s , a n d  is 
e ssen tia lly  insulting to o u r  u s a g e s , a n d  the  o rgan ic  c o m p a c ts  of T h e  S ta te s .20 
T h e  add itive  principle is bo th  d e m o cra tic  a n d  h ierarch ica l, a n d  fueled  by th e  birth- 
p a n g s  of cap ita lism , p a ra lle ls  th e  in te rre la te d  c o n c ep tu a liza tio n  of "Y ankee  in g en u ity " -
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in q u ire r a n d  in v en to r--an d  th e  "Ugly A m erican"--im peria lis t a n d  bully .
T h e  A m erican  poetry  of th e  g re a te r  part of the  tw entie th  cen tu ry  m ay  s e e k  to be  new  
o r to  re -n e w t b u t a s  I h av e  tried to  s u g g e s t  via th e  exem plary  c la im s of W hitm an, th is  is 
a  poetry  th a t s e e k s  to b e  new  an d  re-new . B e n ew /R e-n ew .21 T his rhym e sc h e m e  e c h o e s  
th e  a d v e n tu re  a n d  d ilem m a of a  p o e try  th a t looks backw ard  a s  well a s  forw ard, a  
tec h n iq u e  I've tried  to  show  h a s  affinities with W ordsw orth ian  rev ision ism . For 
W ordsw orth , looking back  d e a d e n s  the  im pact of looking a h e a d : he  is go ing  to  die. But 
th o u g h  th a t  d e a th  will no t h e ra ld  a  strict re tu rn -im m o rta lity  is no t eq u iv a len t to pre- 
e x is te n c e -W o rd sw o rth  finds com fo rt n o n e th e le s s . Still, a s  e m b a r ra s s m e n t  a n d  
h es ita tio n  a n d  uncerta in ty  u n d e rm in e  W ordsw orth 's  s to ic  faith in red em p tio n  b e q u e a th e d  
to D orothy in "T intem  Abbey," b e c a u s e  the  g a p s  b e tw e e n  the  a rc s  of h u m an  history 
rem ain , so  th e  T itanic herald ing  of th e  n ew  by th is cen tu ry 's  A m erican p o e ts  b e tray s  
anx ie ty  a b o u t th e  lack of a  N ew  W orld tradition. T h u s  th e  new  is, m ore  o ften  than  not, 
co n sc io u sly  o r unconsciously , c o u c h e d  in te rm s  an d  fo rm a ts  tha t h a v e  only b e e n  renew ed . 
In 1972  W arren  Tallm an w a s  p e rh a p s  too  easily  conv inced  that the  new  p o e ts  w ere  doing 
w hat they  sa id  th ey  w ere  doing:
Y e a ts  is a  m agnificent p o e t bu t is p e rh a p s  n e a re r  to so m e  en d p o in t of a  g rea t 
British line th an  to the  e m e rg e n c e  of a  new  A m erican  poetry . A nd how ever 
am b iguously  Eliot loom s up  in ou r cen tury  h e  h a s  s e e m e d  to m o st of the  writers 
in th is  book  to b e  castin g  b ack  ra th e r  th an  m oving forward, m o re  u rb an e  than 
u rg e n t .22
T he  implicit d istinction  b e tw een  th e  m odern ism  of Eliot a n d  tha t of W illiam s, which 
su p p o se d ly  " leads"  to postm o d ern ism , c a n  only b e  re ta in e d  if o n e  p a y s  m o re  a tten tion  to 
w hat th e  p o e ts  sa id  they  w ere  doing th an  to w hat th ey  actually  did. O n e  d iffe rence  
b e tw e en  th e  m o d ern ist poetics th a t s te m m e d  from Eliot a n d  th o se  th a t follow ed from 
W illiam s m ight b e  th a t while all th e  p o stm o d ern is t p o e ts  looked b a ck w ard  a n d  forw ard,
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th ey  looked  a t  d ifferen t p la c e s , d ifferen t tim es.23
T he  renew al of h istory by p o s tm o d e rn is t p o e ts  like O lson  a n d  S n y d e r m ight s e e m  to 
justify th e  point for th e s e  p o s tm o d ern is ts , bu t c a n  th e  s a m e  b e  s o  easily  sa id  o f the  
G in sb erg s , O 'H a ra s  a n d  A sh b e ry s?  In w h a t s e n s e  a n d  to w hat e x te n t do  th e ir  s ta tem en ts* - 
in p ro se  a n d  p o e try - lo o k  b a c k ?  C ertain ly  o n e  m ight sing le  o u t p o e m s  by a n y  of ih e  
la tte r  th a t explicitly d raw  u p o n  tradition a n d  h isto ry , bu t th e  g e n e ra l  ten d e n c y  o f th e s e  
p o e ts  s e e m s  to b e  forw ard. To th is  ex ten t, th e s e  th ree  a re  am o n g  th e  m ost ex p erim en ta l 
of th e  p o s tm o d e rn  A m erican p o e ts . For exam p le , both  G insberg  a n d  O 'H ara  dep loy  the  
rhetorical p o w e r o f th e  long line w hich su p p o rts  both  th e  W h itm a n e sq u e  in c lu s iv e n e ss  of 
G in sb e rg  a n d  th e  l-do-th is-l*do-that s tra te g y  o f O ’H ara .
Earlier I s a id  th a t A m erican p o e ts  a lw ays k e e p  a  ne rv o u s e y e  on  th e  p a s t;  th e  
su p p re s s io n  of o u r  E u ro p ean  h e ritag e  is a c h ie v e d  a t  th e  c o s t  of anx iety , ex a g g era tio n , 
e m b a rra s sm e n t a n d  hyste ria . In my d iscu ss io n  of h is p ro c e s s iv e  poetic , I h a v e  tried  to 
sh o w  how  true  th is  w a s  for W hitm an. For G insberg , a s  for W hitm an, o n e  face t of the  
new  is th e  valo rization  of th e  body  a n d  th e  m ateria l. W hat is n e w  is w h a t " c lo th es"  
in which to  fit th e  m ateria l body  a re  su p e rflu o u s :
Mind is sh a p e ly . Art is sh a p e ly . M eaning  Mind p rac ticed  in sp o n tan e ity  inven ts 
fo rm s in its ow n im age & g e ts  to L ast T h o u g h ts . L oose  g h o s ts  wailing for body try 
to invade  th e  b o d ies  of m en . I h e a r  ghostly  A cadem ics in Limbo sc re ech in g  ab o u t
fo rm . 24
Not surprisingly  th is  e m p h a s is  o n  th e  is -n e s s  of body  is b o u n d  to orality  an d  s p e e c h :  
Ideally e a c h  line of How l is a  sim ple b rea th  unit . . .  I rea lized  a t th e  tim e th a t 
W hitm an 's form  h a d  rarely  b e e n  fu rther exp lored . . . .  No a tte m p t's  b e e n  m ad e  to 
u s e  it in th e  light of early  XX C en tu ry  o rgan ization  of new  sp eech -rh y th m  
p ro so d y  to  bu ild  la rg e  o rg an ic  s tru c tu re s .25 
F or G insberg , s p e e c h  an d  b rea th  un its  give th e  p oe t a c c e s s  to th e  new  b e c a u s e  th e s e  oral 
un its  c a p tu red  on  th e  p a g e  re p re s e n t thought u n fe ttered  by th e  conven tions  of im p o sed
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form s. T h is  is why
T h e  only p a tte rn  of v a lu e  o r in te re s t in poetry  is th e  so litary , individual p a tte rn  
p ecu lia r  to th e  p o e t 's  m om ent & th e  p o e m  d isc o v e re d  in th e  mind & in th e  p ro c e s s  
o f writing it o u t o n  th e  p a g e , a s  n o te s , transcrip tion  re p ro d u c e d  in th e  fittest 
a c c u ra te  form, a t  th e  tim e of com position  ("Time is th e  e s s e n c e "  s a y s  
K e ro u a c ) .26 
O 'H a ra 'a  flippant g lo ss  is th is  is:
A s for m e a su re  a n d  o th e r  techn ica l a p p a ra tu s , th a t 's  ju s t com m on s e n s e .  If 
y o u 're  go ing  to buy a  pair of p a n ts  you w ant them  to b e  tight en o u g h  so  everyone  
will w an t to go  to b e d  with you. T h e re 's  nothing m eta p h y s ic a l a b o u t it.27 
A s th is s ta te m e n t s u g g e s ts ,  O 'H ara  is am o n g  th e  least m ystical of th e  p o s tm o d ern is ts . He 
is am o n g  th o s e  lea s t likely to  b e  found looking backw ard , le a s t  likely to b e  c o n c e rn e d  
with a  re n e w e d  writing. But O ’H ara’s  fidelity to  th e  new  is  "only" form al, a n d  in th o se  
te rm s , fairly la te  in his c a re e r .  T hem atically  h e  looks b ack w ard , p e rh a p s  a s  m uch a s  
G insberg  a n d  W hitm an c o m b in ed  (O lson’s  M axim us is the  ep itom e  of th e  looking 
b ack w ard /lo o k in g  fo rw ard  p o e m ).
*  *  *
As bo th  W ordsw orth ian  rev isionism  a t th e  onto logical ("som eth ing  e v e rm o re  ab o u t to 
be") a n d  ep is tem o lo g ica l ("som eth ing  to  p u rsu e") p la n e s  of e x p e rie n c e  a n d  W hitm anian 
ex p a n sio n ism  ("M aster, w e  h a v e  not c o m e  th ro u g h  c e n tu rie s , c a s te s ,  h e ro ism s, fab les , 
to ha lt in th is  land  today . O r I think it is to co llect a  tenfold  im p e tu s  th a t an y  halt is 
m ade."), p ro c e s s  e n c o m p a s s e s  th e  d ialectic  o f looking b ack w ard  a n d  looking forw ard .)26 
T his d ia lec tic  m ight a t first a p p e a r  H egelian  in asm u ch  a s  it le a d s  to a  synth  esis of 
c o rre la tin g  p r in c ip le s -o r ig in  a n d  te n d e n c y  for W ordsw orth , th e  individual a n d  
com m unity  for W h itm a n -in to  tra n sc e n d e n ta l  id ea ls : th e  P h ilo so p h ica l Mind for 
W ordsw orth , th e  G rea t E x p erim en t (A m erica) for W hitm an. But b e c a u s e  th e s e  a re  
a lw ays id ea ls  to  p u rsu e  a s  well a s  idea ls  a lw ay s  a b o u t to b e  th e  sy n th e s is  into th e  circle
of a b so lu te  kn o w led g e  not only n e v e r  o ccu rs--o n e  cou ld  a rg u e  it n e v e r  o c c u rs  in H egel's  
w ork  e ith e r--b u t it a lso  is n e v e r  p o s ite d  a s  having o c c u rre d . W hitm an 's  a n d  
W o rdsw orth 's  w orks a re  c e le b ra tio n s  of the  c re a tiv e  p o w er of th e  individual eg o  
e n g a g in g  its c re a tiv e  g round  (n a tu re  for W ordsw orth , so c ie ty  for W hitm an). T h e se  
c e le b ra tio n s  o c c u r  a t  th e  p la n e s  of e x p e rien c e  w hich , how ever infinite th e ir a r e a s ,  a re  
a lw ays, c ircum scribed  by the  s p h e re s  of h e rm e n eu tic s . S u ch  a t  le a s t is th e  p rem ise  of 
h e rm e n eu tic s : m an ifes t e x p e rien c e  (e .g ., p o em s) is a lw ay s  su b jec t to  th e  s c ie n c e  of 
in te rp re ta tio n . B ut in te rp re ta tio n  is no t c o m p re h e n s io n ; th u s , no  s in g le  circle of 
in te rp re ta tiv e  s tr a te g y  c a n  fully illum inate a  p o e m . R a th e r  a  p lurality  of c i r c le s - a  
s p h e r e - b e c o m e s  th e  guard ian  o f all th a t a  p o em  m e a n s . T hat individual in te rp re ta tions- 
-o r  c ir c le s -m a y  c o n tra d ic t o n e  a n o th e r  Is p e rm iss ib le  s o  long a s  th e y  implicitly or 
explicitly "d em o n stra te "  th e  scientificity  of their m e th o d o lo g ie s . T h u s  th e s e  s p h e re s  of 
in te rp re ta tio n  form  trad itio n s  w hich a re  fortified by in stitu tions. If w e  a g re e  th a t a  
p o e m  is, to a  ce rta in  ex ten t, a n  in te rp re ta tion  of a  p re c u rso r  p o em , th e n  it is p o ssib le  to 
s p e a k  of a  body of p o e try  by d ifferen t p o e ts  a s  constitu ting  a  "sp h ere"  of in terp reta tion . 
"M odernism " w ould  th e n  b e  th e  n a m e  of a  s e t  of form al in te rp re ta tive  p ro c e d u re s  for not 
on ly  u n d e rs ta n d in g  its h istorical m o m en t bu t a lso  for u n d e rs ta n d in g  o th e r  
in te r p re ta t io n s - th a t  is o th e r  p o e m s - o f  h istorical m o m e n ts . T h e  te rm  m odern ism  
re fe rs  to a  body  of w ork th a t is bo th  b o u n d e d  by h is to ry -fo r  ex am p le  th e  poetry  of Eliot 
S te v e n s  a n d  P o u n d --a n d  unb o u n d ed --fo r exam p le  all w orks befo re  a n d  a fte r  them  that 
reflec t th e  form al c o n c e rn s  of th o se  th re e  p o e ts . T h e  nam ing of th e s e  m e th o d s  a s  
m o d e rn is t o c c u rs  b e c a u s e  of w h a t w en t on in the  first p a rt of th is cen tu ry , bu t the  n a m e  
itse lf re fe rs  to th e  resu lting  rea lig n m e n t of literary h isto ry . O n ce  th is  nam ing  b e c o m e s  
in stitu tiona lized , literary  re p u ta tio n s  r ise  an d  fall a c co rd in g  to th e  la te s t  n am e .
N ow  it is th e  suscep tib ility  of p o e try  to th is kind o f c o n sen su s-b u ild in g  th a t th e  
p ro p o n e n ts  of p o e tic s  of p ro c e ss  s o u g h t to avoid. It is th is legacy  I d e fin e  a s  
p o s tm o d e rn is t. By p ro c e s s  I m e a n  n o t ju s t th e  an ti-te leo log ica l d rive  of particu lar
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p o e m s  b u t a ls o  th e  d izzying proliferation of p o e tic s  th e m se lv e s : O bjectism ,
O bjectiv ism , D eep  Im age, C on fessiona lism , e tc . It m ight b e  a rg u e d  that the  notion of 
p ro c e s s  co m m o n  to s o  m any  p o e tic s  c o n s titu te s  th e  so rt of c lu ste ring  effect the  
p o s tm o d e rn is ts  s e t  th e m se lv e s  aga inst. But it shou ld  b e  no ted  th a t the  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  
ac tua lly  ca ll into q u e s tio n  all au tho rita tive  id e a s - in c lu d in g  th e  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s .
T h u s  th e  se lf-q u e s tio n in g  of th e ir ow n au th o rity  affirm s th a t  very  au thority  s in c e  to 
d isp o se  of th e  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  en ta ils  p ro ceed in g  from them  to  som eth ing  e lse . To the  
e x te n t th a t it re fe rs  to th e  com ing an d  go ing  of different p o e tic s , p o stm o d ern ism  a s  I've 
d e fin e d  it is itse lf a  r e n a m in g - a n d  th u s  a  r e c a s t in g -o f  literary  h isto ry .
This s c h e m a  of th e  p o e tic s  of p ro c e ss  b e c o m e s  p rob lem atic  if w e  ex am in e  the  
con d itio n s  th a t co n tribu ted  to their constitu tion . O ne of th e s e  is th e  anx ie ty  of 
c a n o n iz a tio n . A c ad em ic  c a n o n  form ation d e r iv e s  its em pirical priority from  a  long 
E u ro p e a n  literary  trad ition  w hich d e riv e s  its sp iritual au tho rity  from  its a p o th e o s is  of 
G ra e c o -R o m a n  cuiture.29 By deifying h isto ry  a n d  tradition m odern ism  deified  
ca n o n iz a tio n . T h u s  th e  politics of settling  s c o re s ,  rea rg u a rd in g , a n d  k n ee je rk  rea c tio n s , 
a  p ro c e s s  th a t tu rn s  w riters, d e a d  o r alive, into d e b u ta n te s  a n d  w h o res , d e c o ra te d  h e ro e s  
a n d  c a n n o n  fodder, is m agically  e lev a ted  into a  g rav e  d e b a te  b e tw e e n  truth a n d  fa lsehood , 
g o o d  a n d  evil. It w a s  ju s t th e ir aversion  to su c h  a  telos th a t led  th e  p o s tm o d e rn is ts  to 
exult in a le a to ry  com position . But the  p o s tm o d e rn is ts  a lso  rec o g n ize d  that th e  c o n c e p t of 
invention (w hich s u b s u m e s  telic  a n d  a lea to ry  com position) h a d  a lw ays b e lo n g ed  to  
conven tion . O n the  o n e  h a n d  it w as  invention th a t su s ta in ed  the  grow th of th e  can o n ; 
invention w a s  th e  a m o rp h o u s  w e b  upon  w hich th e  ideoarch  of canon iza tion  s ta k e d  out its 
territory. O n th e  o th e r  h a n d , to  e m b ra ce  th e  c a n o n  in a  fitful s tru g g le  of p a s s io n  w a s  to 
risk co n su m p tio n  by an  intim idating history  a fte r  o n e  w a s  s p e n t.  It w a s  th is fam ilial 
k iss  o f d e a th  th a t th e s e  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  so u g h t to en d less ly  forestall; it w a s  th e se  
p o e tic s  o r  p ro c e s s  th a t kep t o n e  o n e  s te p  a h e a d  of that d iap h o n o u s  n e t.30
T he  a n a rc h is tic  im p u lses  of p o s tm o d ern ism  not only found  th e ir e x p re ss io n  in their
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com m on  av ers io n  to  a  m o n u m en ta lized  m odern ism , b u t th ey  a lso  justified  th is  avers ion  
by  appropria ting  c o n c e p ts  from  th e  s c ie n c e s . T h u s  th e  p rincip les of uncerta in ty  an d  
undecideab ility  from , respec tive ly , q u an tu m  physics an d  m ath em a tic s , s e e m e d  to va lue  
p ro c e s s  o v e r  p ro d u ct. S u b su m in g  th e s e  principles u n d e r  th e  rubric of p ro c e s s , the  
p o s tm o d e rn is ts  s e e m e d  u n c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t the  im plications th e s e  p rincip les m ea n t for 
th e  s c ie n c e s :  nam ely  th a t th e s e  id e a s  underm ined  th e  ve ry  "objectivity" th a t d rew  the 
p o s tm o d e rn is ts  to th e  s c ie n c e s . But ju s t a s  th e se  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  affirm th e ir 
au tho rity  a t th e  m o m en t it is u su rp e d , s o  th e s e  scien tific  p rincip les d e m o n s tra te d  th e  
au thority  of th e  s c ie n c e s  to  th e  p o s tm o d ern is ts . T h e  s c ie n c e s  w ere  still m arch ing  tow ard 
th e  "truth." By ana lo g iz in g  their p ro jec ts  to  th o se  of th e  s c ie n c e s , th e  p o s tm o d e rn is ts  
implicitly labe lled  th e m s e lv e s  "b e la ted "  a n d  th u s  reaffirm ed  th e  co n v en tio n a l h iera rchy  
th a t  v a lu e s  s c ie n c e  o v e r  a r t  in m a tte rs  of th e  "truth" o f th e  "real world."
But s c ie n c e  a fte r u n certa in ty  a n d  undecideability  c a n n o t b e  sa id  to b e  m o re  firmly 
e n tre n c h e d  a s  th e  s ta n d a rd  b e a re r  o f tru th . T h e s e  rad ical principles s u g g e s t  in s te a d  that 
th e  notion  of on to lo g y --th e  "truth" o f w hich the  s c ie n c e s  s e e k -- is  itself only  a n  effec t 
o r  fo rce  g e n e ra te d  by ep istem ology . O ntology is then  a  c o n stru c t of ep istem ology . T h e se  
p rin c ip les  th u s  radically  c h a llen g e  " e s s e n c e "  and  "positivism " a s  anyth ing  o th e r  th an  
heu ris tic  co n c ep ts . T h ere  w ould se e m  to  b e  no rea so n  to reg a rd  the  s c ie n c e s  a s  c lo se r to 
th e  tru th  th a n  th e  a r ts .  But th e  th eo ris ts  of poetic  p ro c e s s  d id  ju s t tha t.
T h is "m isreading" o f H e isen b e rg 's  a n d  G o ed e l's  in sigh ts  h a s  its so u rc e  in a  con trary  
m o v em en t, or stabilizing e le m en t, w ithin th e s e  p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s :  th e  p len titude  of 
p r e s e n c e .  T h e  m o n u m en ta lism  of m odern ism  is directly  re la te d  to  its vertica l view  of 
h isto ry : th e  further o n e  re c e d e s  from th e  p re se n t the  g re a te r  the  ep o ch . But o n e  only 
g o e s  b a c k  so  far. For Eliot th e  "b ase"  of th is triangle is p re-R om an tic ; for P o u n d , 
G ra e c o -R o m a n  ( th e  la n g u a g e  p o e ts  a re  p re -p o s tm o d ern  o r  p ro to -m odern ).
C o n tem p o ra ry  o b jec ts  a n d  e x p e rie n c e s  tak e  on  sign ificance  only by v irtue of their 
re la tio n sh ip  to p a s t o b je c ts  a n d  e x p e rie n c e s . B e c a u se  th e y  in te rconnec t w h a t is p re se n t
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with w h a t is a b s e n t  sym bol a n d  m e ta p h o r - a s  o p p o s e d  to  a llegory  a n d  m e to n y m - 
d o m in a te  th e  m o d ern ist m o n u m en t. T ru e  to  h is  s ta te d  in ten tions, o n e  rareiy finds 
p e rso n a litie s  in Eliot's p o e m s; o n e  finds in s te a d  a rc h e ty p e s . T h e  an ti-m onum en ta lism  of 
p o s tm o d e rn ism  is d irectly  re la te d  to  its ho rizon tal v iew  of h u m an  e x p e rie n c e s ; h istory 
w a s  re c a s t  a s  h isto ries. V alue a n d  significance in h ere  in o b jec ts  a n d  e x p e rie n c e s  
th e m s e lv e s . Local color, c h a ra c te r s  draw n from  "real life," th e  v a g a r ie s  o f tem p o ra l 
e x p e rien c e , e tc ., dom ina te  th e  p o e try  of W illiams, O 'H ara , K och, a n d  M oore.
T h e  p o s tm o d e rn is ts  im ag ined  th em se lv e s  a s  hav ing  a w a k e n e d  from  th e  n igh tm are  of 
history. U n d er th e  formal d ic ta  of s tra te g ie s  of p ro c e s s , th e s e  p o e ts  so u g h t to su rv ey  a  
field of p re s e n t  o b jec ts  of e x p e rie n c e s  a n d  re la te  th e s e  to th e  r e a d e r  exactly  a s  s e e n  o r 
im ag ined  by th e  w riter.31 But th is  on-going p ro c e s s  of sc an n in g  p u ts  into q u e s tio n  the  
p len itude  o f p re s e n c e . T he p ro ce d u re  of p ro c e s s  s u g g e s ts  th a t a n  o b jec t's  o r e x p e rie n c e 's  
p len itu d e  is n e v e r  p len ty --thus  a n o th e r  ob jec t, a n o th e r  e x p e r ie n c e . It is tru e  th a t 
p ro c e s s  a r r e s ts  tra n sc e n d e n c e  (no thing is "shot" long e n o u g h  to  tem pt rev e ren ce ) an d  
tr a n s -d e s c e n d e n c e  (relatively  little m e ta p h o r, p sy c h o lo g ism , h isto ry ), bu t it a lso  
ab o rts  th e  p len itu d e  of p re se n c e .
P o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  can n o t b e  reconciled  with p o e tic s  of p re s e n c e . For o n e  thing, 
p ro c e s s  te n d s  to  deflect a tten tion  from  th e  o b jec ts  o r  e v e n ts  to th e  p re se n ta tio n  of the  
poem  itself; sty le  su p e rv e n e s  s u b s ta n c e . For a n o th e r , p o e tic s  of p ro c e s s  s u g g e s t 
o p e n n e s s , form ally an d  them atically . But p o e tic s  of p re s e n c e  d e -e m p h a s iz e  h istory a n d  
e sch a to lo g y ; th u s , p o e tic s  of c lo su re . P o stm o d ern ism  o p e n s  up  poe try  w hen it sh ifts  the  
unit of rhy thm  from  the  foot to th e  syllable, w hen  it p o s its  form a s  th e  ex ten s io n  a n d  
fulfillment of c o n te n t, w hen it u s e s  ev ery d ay  d iction  a n d  su b je c t-m a tte r , w hen  it v a lu e s  
p ro c e s s  o v e r  p ro d u ct. But p o s tm o d ern ism  c lo s e s  poetry  w hen  it e lid e s  tro p es , w hen  
d isc lo su re  d isp la c e s  reflection a n d  p rophecy , w hen  th e  p len itude  of p re s e n c e  a r re s ts  the  
inertia  of p ro c e s s . P o stm o d ern ism  is not m ore o p e n  th an  m odern ism ; both a re  c lo se d  an d  
o p e n  in d iffe ren t w ays.3^
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d e s i r e d - o r  w ould it to o  h av e  b e e n  ye t a n o th e r  in s ta n c e  o f reification?
11 For e x a m p le , C aro lyn  P o rte r 's  book is "textbook" M arxism  to th e  e x te n t th a t sh e  
n e v e r  a s k s  h e rse lf  w h e th e r reification a n d  alienation  a re  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f m a s s  so c ie tie s  
w h e re v e r  they  ex ist a s  o p p o se d  to specific  capitalist e ffe c ts . S h e  d o e s  n o te  tha t E m erson  
ra is e s  th e  q u es tio n  h im self in "N ature" w h ere  h e  a s s u m e s  a lienation  a s  a  "given in o rd er 
to  tran sfo rm  it into a n  illusion." P o rte r  c o n c lu d e s : "If m a n 's  se lf-a lien a tio n  is a  given, 
e te rn a l im m utab le  condition , th en  E m e rso n 's  en tire  p ro je c t p ro v es  a  fool's g am e ."  But 
from  th is  point o n  P o rte r 's  book  re s ts  on the  a s su m p tio n  tha t a lie n a tio n -c o n tra ry  to 
E m e rs o n - is  an  e ffec t of cap ita lis t re la tions  a n d  v a lu e s . F o r ex am p le , P o rte r  a s s o c ia te s  
im m ed iacy  with m e ta p h y s ic s  (P o rte r , 52); it w ould  s e e m  to follow th a t  a l ie n a t io n - th e  
e ffec t of m ed ia tio n -w o u ld  in d ee d  b e  a  "given" tha t cou ld  b e  tran sfo rm ed  into E m erso n 's  
"illusion" only by  im plying th a t th e  "real" is th e  "im m ediate"  o r n o n -a lie n a te d , th a t is, 
th e  m etap h y sica l. S h e  d o e s  not p u rsu e  th e s e  im plications.
12 M aier xiv.
13 M aier xiv.
14 M aie r xiv.
15 M aier's "revolu tionaries" a re  S a m u e l A dam s, I s a a c  S e a rs , T h o m a s  Y oung, R ichard  
H enry  L ee  a n d  C h a rle s  Carroll. H er "Founding F a th e rs ,"  th e  p ro p o n en ts  o f n o n ­
revolu tionary  in d e p e n d e n c e , a re  Jo h n  Ja y , J a m e s  W ilson, J a m e s  M adison a n d  A lexander 
H am ilton .
15 W hitm an 's, "W alt W hitm an to R alph W aldo E m erso n "  P N A P . 3.
17 W hitm an , 3 .
18 W hitm an, "To a  S tranger,"  L e a v es  of G race  a n d  S e le c te d  P ro s e , e d . Sculley  Bradley 
(N ew  York: Holt, R in eh a rt a n d  W inston , 1949), 108 .
19 W hitm an, "W alt W hitm an to R alph  E m erson ,"  6.
20 W hitm an, "W alt W hitm an to  R alph  W aldo E m e rso n ,"  6-7.
21 T allm an , p re fa c e , PN A P. ix.
22 T allm an  x.
23 C o n sid e r, for ex am p le , th e  d ifferen t u s e s  of h isto ry  in th e  work of p o e ts  a s  
v a rio u s  a s  Je ro m e  R o thenberg , C h a rle s  O lson and  G ary  S n y d er.
24 Allen G in sb erg , "N otes for Howl a n d  O ther P o e m s ." P N A P . 319 .
25 G in sb e rg , 3 1 9 .
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26 G in sb e rg , "W hen the  M ode of the  M usic C h a n g e s  th e  W alls of th e  City S hake,"  
P N A P . 3 2 5 -2 6 .
27 F rank  O 'H ara , "P e rso n ism : A M anifesto," P N A P . 353 .
28 W hitm an , "W alt W hitm an  to  R alph  W aldo  E m erso n ,"  P N A P . 3 ; William 
W ordsw orth , T h e  P re lu d e : 1799  1805  1850  (N ew  York: W . W . N orton & C om pany  
1 9 7 9 ) 8 2 .
29 G eo ffrey  H artm an, "R om antic  P oetry  a n d  th e  G e n iu s  Loci" T h e  D isciplines of 
C riticism : E s s a v s  in Literary T h e o ry In te rp re ta tion a n d  History e d ito rs  P e te r  D em etz  
T h o m a s  G re e n e  a n d  Lowry N elson  J r . (New H aven : Y ale U niversity P re s s  1968) 291 .
3° In th is  re s p e c t, th e  sui g e n e r is  im pulse  of th e  p o s tm o d e rn is ts  m ay  b e  rea d  a s  a  
den ia l of the ir "origins" in h isto ry , th a t is, in prior p o e ts  a n d  p o e m s . S e e  en  p assim  
H arold B loom , T h e  Anxiety of Influence: A T heory  of P oetry  (N ew  York: Oxford 
U n iv ers ity  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 3 ).
31 E ven  h isto rical a rtifac ts  a n d  e v e n ts  a re  tre a te d  a s  though  th ey  w e re  
c o n te m p o ra n e o u s  with com position ; h e n c e  th e  proliferation of th e  u s e  of th e  p re se n t 
te n s e - -a s  w ell a s  th e  "h istorical p resen t"--in  s o  m any  p o s tm o d e rn is t  p o e m s . This 
te n d e n c y  h a s  b e e n  criticized by  p o e ts /e d ito rs  like N icho las C h ris to p h e r a n d  G race  
S chu lm an .
32 "A lthough free  v e rs e , im ag ism , sym bolism  a n d  o th e r sty listic  d e v e lo p m en ts  h a v e  
m a d e  th e ir m ark , no n e  of them  h a s  c re a te d  a  b re a k  b e tw e en  m odern  a n d  traditional 
poe try  a s  rad ica l a s  th e  b re a k  b e tw e e n  n o n -ob jec tive  a n d  rep re se n ta tio n a l painting, o r
b e tw e en  a to n a l a n d  traditional m u sic  T he  point to  b e  e m p h a s iz e d  is tha t a  large an d
en tirely  r e s p e c ta b le  p a rt of c o n te m p o ra ry  p o e try  is sim ply in d is tin g u ish ab le  from 
traditional p o e try  in th e  w a y s  th a t w ould  affect c lo su re . . . ."
"it is not su rp rising  then  th a t th e  s a m e  g en era tio n  of p o e ts  th a t d e v e lo p e d  th e  song  of 
u n certa in ty  a ls o  g a v e  new  life to th e  o ra c u la r  ep ig ram , for if th e  o n e  is naturally  an ti- 
c lo su ra l, p e rh a p s  w e  m ight b e s t  s e e  th e  o th e r  a s  an ti-an ti-c lo su ra l."  B a rb a ra  
H errn ste in -S m ith , P oe tic  C lo su re : A S tudy  o f How P o e m s  End (C h icago : University of 
C h icag o  P r e s s ,  1968), 2 3 6 , 2 4 2 .
CHAPTER TWO
All of th e  ab o v e  rev o lv es  a ro u n d  my a sso c ia tio n  of p ro c e s s -a s -a b s e n c e  with o p e n n e s s  
an d  p ro d u c t-a s -p re se n c e )  with c lo su re . But exactly  w h a t h a s  b e e n  m ea n t by o p e n n e s s  
p e r  s e  a n d  c lo su re  p e r  s e  h a s -w ith in  th e  g e n e ra l field of tex tu a l s tu d ie s - ra re ly  b e e n  
m a d e  explicit. And w hen  th e s e  c o n c e p ts  h av e  b e e n  d e a lt with in a  m ore  o r le s s  rigorous 
fash io n  w e  shall s e e  th a t o p e n n e s s  h a s  frequently  m e a n t a  po lysem y an d /o r informality 
re s tr ic te d  in its m o v em e n ts  by th e  c lo s u re s  of univocity  in all its fo rm s: au thoria l 
in ten tion , cen tra l th e m e s , c o h e re n c y  of s tru c tu re , e tc . This play of o p e n n e s s  an d  
c lo su re  m a n ife s ts  itself form ally a s  p ro c e s s -a s - a b s e n c e  u n d e r th e  a u s p ic e s  of p roduct- 
a s -p re s e n c e .  My point o f d e p a r tu re  shall b e  th e  "Projective V erse" e s s a y  by C h arles  
O lson  a n d  P oetic  C lo su re : A S tudy  of How P o e m s  E nd  by B arb ara  H errnste in-Sm ith . My 
transition  from  O lson  to H errnste in -S m ith  sha ll p ro c e e d  by w ay  of s o m e  rec e n t s tu d ie s  
by David Hult, C airns C raig  a n d  U m berto E co.1 I sha ll sh o w  th e  lim its of O lso n 's  p ro ject 
a s  well a s  its  tie s  to Eliot's m odern ism  by d iscu ss in g  o n e  of O lso n 's  d e c la re d  in fluences: 
bebop .
D esp ite  conciliatory  s ta te m e n ts  a n d  qualifications tha t a p p e a r  n e a r  th e  e n d  of 
"P ro jec tive  V erse" C h a rle s  O lson  o p e n s  h is m an ifesto  with a  po lem ic th a t is ex ecu ted  
bo th  rheto rica lly  a n d  ty p og raph ica lly :
( p r o j e c t i l e  ( p e r c u s s iv e  (p ro s p e c t iv e
v s .
T h e  N O N -Projective 
(or w h a t a  F ren ch  critic ca lls  "closed" v e rs e , th a t v e r s e  w hich  print b red  
a n d  which is p retty  m uch w hat w e h av e  h ad  in English & A m erican an d  
h av e  still g o t d e sp ite  th e  work of P o u n d  a n d  W illiams: 
it lead  K ea ts , a lread y  a  h u n d red  y e a rs  a g o , to s e e  it (W ordsw orth 's , 
Milton’s) in th e  light of "the E gotistical Sublim e"; a n d  it p e rs is ts  a t th is 
la tte r  d a y  a s  w h a t you  m ight call th e  p riv a te  sou l-a t-any -pub lic -w all)^
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T he o p e n  p a re n th e s e s  function a s  an  h o m ag e  to th e  p ioneering  w ork of C um m ings but 
w h a t is o f im p o rtan ce  h e re  a re  th e  m ilitant d iction  an d  virulent an ti-sub jectiv ism . A s 
th e  a b b re v ia te d  "versu s"  in th e  c e n te r  of  the  p a g e  s h o w s -a io n g  with the  w ords 
"(projectile" a n d  "(p e rcu ssiv e"  (n o te  how  th e  o p e n  p a re n th e s e s  function a s  f ig u res  of 
th e  c a n o n ) -O is o n  c o n c e iv e s  th is  con fron ta tion  in co m p etitiv e , if n o t military, te rm s: 
p ro jec tive  v e rs e  in a u g u ra te s  a  "revolution of th e  e a r ' an d  p rec ip ita te s  'the  t ro c h e e 's  
h e a v e ."3 O lso n 's  p ro jec t is m ean t to  be  a  literal revolution b e c a u s e  it s im u ltaneously  
r e s to re s  to  poe try  orality  a n d  aurality . it s e e k s  to  re tu rn  to th e  th rone  "certa in  law s 
a n d  possib ilities o f th e  b rea th  of the  b rea th ing  of th e  m an  w ho w rites a s  well a s  of his 
l is te n in g s ." 4 B e c a u s e  th e  p o e t m u st leam  to listen a n ew  to pay  atten tion  to the  
" p re s s u re s  of th e  b rea th ,"  th e re  ca n  be  no  room  for p sycho log ism ; th e  eg o  is no t s o  m uch 
rep e lle d  a s  igno red , in d e e d , a s  th e  open ing  q u o te  from "Pro jective V erse" ind ica tes , 
O lso n 's  s e n s e  of w hat c o n stitu te s  c lo se d  v e rs e  is a  com plex  of h istory-induced  la z in e ss  
a n d  R om antic  eg o tism : la z in e ss  b e c a u s e  of th e  re liance  on th e  tradition of figures a n d  
form s a s  o p p o s e d  to an  active a n d  d irect p ercep tion  of the  o b jec ts  or e x p e rie n c e s  tha t 
unfold befo re  th e  p o e t, a n d  ego tism  b e c a u s e  th e s e  conven tional figures a n d  fo rm s s e rv e  
not to  illum inate o b je c ts  an d  e x p e r ie n c e s  b u t s e rv e  to reflec t th e  crea tive  p o w e rs  of the  
po e t.
O lso n 's  p ro jective v e rs e  theo ry  w a s  in fluenced  by th e  theo re tica l a d v a n c e s  of b e b o p -  
h e  ad m its  a s  m uch  in M utho logos 1.5 T h e re  a re  striking sim ilarities b e tw e en  the 
rela tion  o f b e h o p  to sw ing a n d  the  relation  of p ro jective v e rs e  to  c lo se d  v e rs e  but th e re  
a re  a lso  im portan t d iffe re n c es . Unlike sw ing  b e b o p  is polyrhythm ic; the  unit of 
m e a s u re  sh ifts from  th e  b a s s  p ed a l d rum  to th e  cy m b als . With his right h an d  
in ce ssa n tly  striking th e  cy m b als , p roducing  a  sh im m ering  s h e e t  of so u n d  a n d  s e a m le s s  
r h y th m -a s  o p p o s e d  to  th e  m etronom ic  thud  of th e  b a s s  p e d a l d ru m - th e  b e b o p  
d ru m m er is free  to u s e  h is fee t a n d  left han d  to a c c e n t th e  fu n d am en ta l 4 /4  b lu e s  b e a t  
with im prov ised  sy n c o p a tio n . J u s t  a s  im portan t is th e  new  p h rasing  of the  b e b o p
sa x o p h o n is ts  a n d  tru m p e te rs . Sw ing sa x o p h o n is ts  a n d  tru m p e te rs  w e re  still b o u n d  by 
th e  m e te r  of th e  s c o re  if not th e  s c o re  itself to w hich fidelity w a s  e x p e c te d . T he b eb o p  
so lo is ts  tra n s fo rm e d  th e ir In s tru m en ts  into v e h ic le s  of s p e e c h ;  the ir p h ra s in g s  b e c a m e  
sp e e c h -lik e  th a t is irregu la r o ff-b ea t non-m etrica l. It is e a s y  to s e e  how  th e s e  m elodic  
a n d  rhythm ic innovations cou ld  affec t th e  a e s th e tic s  of an  O lson o r K ero u ac  or G insberg , 
for th e  im p e tu s  b eh in d  b e b o p  innovation  w a s  a s  cu ltural an d  political a s  th e  literary 
inn o v atio n s  of th e  B e a ts  a n d  B lack M ountain w riters. T he com plex ities of b e b o p  and  
s u b s e q u e n t  ja z z  m o v em en ts  w ere
d e v e lo p e d  by b lack  m u sic ian s  to foil the  appropria ting  te n d e n c ie s  of w hite m u sic ian s , not 
b e c a u s e  th ey  w e re  w hite bu t b e c a u s e  w hite rend itions of b lack  jaz z  so ld  well to a  public 
th a t cou ld  n o t be lieve  b lacks w ere  c a p a b le  of the  com plex  an d  a b s tra c t reason ing  this 
m u sic  requ ired . If th e  public w a n te d  beb o p , how ever, it w ould h a v e  to go  to  the  so u rc e . 
T h is  in s is te n c e  o n  au then tic ity  is q u ite  A m erican  in its va lo riza tion  of the  inimical 
o rig inality  o f individual exp ression .®
O lso n 's  id e a s  a b o u t p ro c e s s , co n ten t, form , an d  voice a re  d irectly  influenced  by b eb o p . 
W h at is significantly  d ifferen t, h o w ev er, is th e  e n d  to  w hich his p ro jec t a sp ire s . O iso n 's  
e m p h a s is  on  th e  e a r  a n d  p e rcep tio n  an d  a tte n tiv e n e ss  is m ea n t to thw art individual 
e x p re s s io n  o r ra th e r  e x p re ss io n  of th e  individual. W hen  h e  w rites th a t
O b jec tism  [the e th ic a l - a s  o p p o s e d  to th e  fo rm a l-n a m e  of th e  project] is the  
g e tting  rid of th e  lyrical in te rfe ren ce  of th e  individual a s  e g o , o f th e  "subject" 
a n d  h is  sou l, th a t p ecu lia r  p resu m p tio n  by w hich w e s te rn  m an  h a s  in te rp o se d  
h im self b e tw e e n  w h a t h e  is a s  a  c re a tu re  of n a tu re  (with ce rta in  instruction to 
c a rry  out) a n d  th o se  o th e r  c re a tu re s  of n a tu re  which w e  m ay  with no deroga tion , 
call o b je c ts
h e  is p e rh a p s  c lo s e r  to th e  Eliot of "Tradition an d  th e  Individual T alen t" th an  h e  rea liz e s  
o r  d e s i r e s .7 Of c o u rse , th e  g o a ts  of Eliot a n d  O lson  differ (the validation  of the  
trad itional c a n o n  on  th e  o n e  h a n d , th e  a c c u ra te  po rtrayal of ex p e rien c e  o u ts id e  the  p o e t
2 5
on  th e  o th e r) . O r do  th e y ?  Eliot d e s ir e s  fidelity to a n  ep is tem o lo g y  (literatu re, 
S c rip tu re  e tc .)  w hile O lson  d e s ire s  fidelity to  a n  on to logy  (h isto ry , p e rs o n s ,  o b je c ts , 
e tc .) . B ut if on to logy  is only th e  effect of an  ep is tem o logy  th en  th e  d istinction  b e tw een  
th e  two b lu rs .8
T he  ce n tra l d iffe ren ce  b e tw e e n  b e b o p  a n d  projective v e rs e  tu rn s on th e  is s u e  of 
individual e x p re ss io n . For m any  of th e  b lack  ja z z  innovato rs  m any of w hom  w ere  
fru s tra te d  s id e m e n  in sw ing  o rc h e s tra s , th e  s u p p re s s io n  of their individual e g o s  w a s  
ta n ta m o u n t to  th e  s u p p re s s io n  of their individual b la c k n e ss . O lso n 's  re jection  of 
R om antic eg o tism  s e e m s  not rep re ssiv e  b e c a u s e  A nglo-Saxon A m ericans h a d  h a d  a  long 
d o c u m e n te d  h isto ry  of se lf -e x p re ss io n ; no  p a rticu la r  rac ia l in terd iction  s ile n c e d  their 
v o ic e s . B ut O lso n ’s  flight from  e g o - l ik e  E liot's flight from  p e rs o n a l i ty - ta k e s  on an  
om in o u s  c a s t  from  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  o f b lack  a rtis ts .
For O lson  th e  "closed" poem  is o n e  th a t first a n d  fo rem o st su c c u m b s  to the 
s ta n d a rd iz a tio n  of R om an tic  se lf -c o n sc io u sn e ss . But th e re  a re  a lso  form al fe a tu re s  that 
m u st b e  b a rre d : ". . . inherited  line s ta n z a  over-all form , w hat is th e  ’o ld ’ b a s e  of the  
n o n - p r o je c t iv e ." 9 R ejec ting  m e ta p h o r, sim ile, figure, e tc ., O lso n  je t tis o n s  every th ing  
p e rtin en t to  c lo s e d  v e rs e  th a t w ould la te r  b e  d e lin e a te d  in H errn ste in -S m ith ’s  P o e tic  
C lo s u re . Y et, in b reak ing  from th e  form ality of c lo se d  v e rs e , O lso n 's  p ro jec t, for ail its 
c o n c e rn  with th e  "ear" a n d  "breath ,"  h ighlights th e  v isual d im en sio n  o f th e  p oem  by 
d isp e rs in g  th e  w ords a c ro s s  th e  p a g e  in radically new  form ations. In fact, o n e  could 
a rg u e  th a t th e  v isual a s p e c t  of c lo se d  p o e m s  w ere  su b o rd in a te  to their auditory  a s p e c t  
b e c a u s e  the  fo rm s w ere  fam iliar a n d  e x p e c te d . T he  a tta ck  on  c lo se d  v e rs e  form s le a d s  not 
only o r  e v e n  prim arily to  a  "revolution of th e  ea r"  bu t a lso , s im u ltan eo u sly , to  a  
revolution o f th e  e y e .
T he  o p e n  p o em  will b e  bo th  a  "high e n e rg y  co n stru c t an d  a t all po in ts  an  en e rg y  
d is c h a rg e ." !9 T h e  o p e n  poem  is a  circuit of e n e rg y  w h o se  input "is e n e rg y  tra n sfe rre d  
from w h ere  th e  p o e t g o t it (h e  will h a v e  se v e ra l c a u sa tio n s)"  a n d  w h o se  o u tp u t is ’’the
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e n e rg y  w hich th e  re a d e r , w hich b e c a u s e  he  is a  third term , ta k e s  o v e r." i 1 T he poem  is 
th u s  th e  e n e rg y  itself, th e  c o n s tru c t o r form  of a n  e n e rg y  d isc h a rg e , th a t is, th e  
d isc h a rg e  of itself. T h e  e n e rg y  d isc h a rg e d  from th e  p o e t ta k e s  a  form th a t is "at lea s t' 
eq u iv a len t to  th e  orig inal d isc h a rg e  a n d  th en  ra d ia te s  o r  tra n s fe rs  itse lf to th e  re a d e r . If 
th e  e n e rg y  tra n s fe r re d  to  th e  p o em  is "at least"  eq u iv a len t to th e  e n e rg y  "which 
p ro p e lled  him in th e  first p la c e ,' th en  th e  p o e t m ay  a d d  to th e  orig inal e n e rg y  input, in 
sh o rt, am plify o r a c c e n t  th e  original c a u sa tio n s . But if th e  e n e rg y  in th e  poem  is 
eq u iv a len t to  th e  e n e rg y  "which p ro p e lled  him in th e  first p lace"  th en  th e  p o e t is an  o p en  
c h a n n e l th rough  w hich e n e rg y  p a s s e s  u n o b s tru c te d .12 Amplifier o r  o p e n  c h a n n e l: first 
q u es tio n : c a n  w e  no t re a d  h e re  two c h o ic e s  th a t p o s e  a  d ilem m a for th e  p o e t?  S eco n d  
q u e s tio n : why th e  qualifier "at !ea s t" --a s  o p p o s e d  to  e x a c t "equ iva lence"--w hen  O lson  
will la te r  sa y  th a t it is th e  "lyrical in te rfe ren ce  o f th e  individual a s  eg o "  th a t is to b e  
a v o id e d ?  D o es  not th e  "am plification" of th e  orig inal im pu lse  d irec tly  involve th is 
" in te rfe ren ce?"  O r is "objectism " th e  n a m e  of a n  id ea l tow ard  w hich p ro jec tive  v e rs e  
te n d s ?  And w hat do  "force" a n d  "energy" m ea n  h e re ?  T h e s e  la tte r te rm s  c a n  only m ak e  
s e n s e  if ap p lied  to th e  re a d e r 's  psycho log ical a n d  physio logical r e s p o n s e s  during the  
read ing  of th e  p o e m : how  the  p o em  affec ts  the  re a d e r  a n d  how  the  read in g  affec ts the  
p o e m . Force o r  e n e rg y  c a n n o t, th en , be  a  c a u sa tio n ; both  a re  e ffec ts , w hat resu lts  w hen  
read in g  b eg in s . If no  form alism  c a n  a c co u n t for fo rce  a n d  en erg y , p e rh a p s  it is b e c a u s e  
form  a n d  fo rce  re fe r to  d ifferen t th in g s , form to th e  s tru c tu re s  of a  tex t, force to th e  
r e s p o n s e s  of a  re a d e r . P e rh a p s  th is is why stru c tu ra lism , for e x a m p le , lo se s  its 
p o ten cy  w hen  it m o v es  from  q u e s tio n s  a b o u t syn tax  to q u e s tio n s  a b o u t se m a n tic s , from 
s ty lis tic s  to  h e rm en eu tics .1 3  A lthough a  tex t o r ie n ts  a  r e a d e r 's  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of a  text, 
it c a n  n e v e r  p ro d u ce  th a t u n d e rs tan d in g . T he  p roduction  of m ean ing  is th e  re a d e r’s labor. 
T h u s  a  sy n ch ro n ic  m eth o d o lo g y  th a t focuses prim arily on  tex tua l is s u e s  will h av e  
p ro b le m s. O nly by historicizing a n d  e x p an d in g  its p ro c e d u re s  d o e s  s truc tu ra lism  
e x c h a n g e  its blind lim ita tions for th e  s e lf -c o n sc io u s  lim itations of p o s t-s tru c tu ra lism .
2 7
*  *  *
(2) is th e  principle, th e  law  w hich p re s id e s  c o n sp ic u o u s ly  o v e r  su c h  
com position , a n d  w h en  o b e y e d , is th e  re a s o n  why a  projective p oem  c a n  com e into 
being. It is this: FORM IS NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION O F CONTENT. (Or 
s o  it g o t p h ra se d  by o n e  R. C ree ley , a n d  it m a k e s  a b so lu te  s e n s e  to  m e  with this 
p o ss ib le  corollary , th a t  right form , in an y  g iv en ( p o e m , is th e  only a n d  
exclusively  p o ss ib le  ex te n s io n  of c o n te n t u n d e r h a n d .) i4 
T his law  of th e  co n te n t, of w hat is u n d e rh a n d , c a n  only b e  the  law of a  tradition o r a  
history or, h o w ev er u n in ten d ed , com m on  s e n s e .  T h e  c o n te n t which c o m e s  from  "outside" 
th e  individual a s  e g o  is h isto rica l th e  m om ent it m a te ria lizes  in th e  p o e m ; to follow its 
le a d  cou ld  only  resu lt in p red ic tab le  m etapho rica l o r  literal " e x te n s io n s .” O n e  ru n s  up, 
h e re , a g a in s t  th e  limits of im ag ism . Inso far a s  th e  p o e t is a lso  historical it is only by 
lead ing  a n d  following th e  c o n te n t-m o v in g  b a c k  a n d  forth b e tw e en , so  to s p e a k , v e rs io n s 
of W o rd sw o rth 's  "E gotistical Sublim e" a n d  K e a ts ' "N egative  C a p a b ility " - th a t O lso n 's  
"new ” poe try  c a n  a p p e a r . A nd yet I'd w a g e r th a t m o st p o e m s -b e fo re  a n d  a fte r  O ls o n -  
w e re  w ritten  u n d e r  ju st th is  so rt  of p sy ch o lo g ica l p ro c e s s .  In th is re s p e c t, projective 
v e rs e  is  no th ing  new .
T h u s  "right form" o p p o s e s  "im posed  form," implying th a t c lo se d  form s s e p a r a te  form 
a n d  co n te n t. But th is a ssu m p tio n  of O lson  d e p e n d s  on  a  narrow  concep tion  of con ten t: 
w hat th e  p o em  is "about" w hich , for O lson, a re  o b jec ts  a n d  e x p e rie n c e s  o u ts id e  th e  poem . 
B ut w h a t a b o u t a c ro s tic s , a n a g ra m s  o r o th e r  p o e try  fo rm s -n o t  to m ention  p o e m s - th a t  
a re  a b o u t th e m se lv e s?  C re e le y 's  s ta te m e n t b ro a d e n s  th e  c o n c ep t of c o n ten t by m aking it 
c o -e x te n s iv e  with form . T h u s  Olson';*, "corollary” to  C re e le y ’s  d ic tum  is a rb itra ry . But 
for O lso n  it is a lso  e s se n tia l . O therw ise  "inherited  line, s ta n z a , overall form " a re  
a lw ays justifiab le s in c e  th ey  a re  literally n e v e r  m ore  th an  w h a t th e  p o em  is on  th e  p a g e  
o r in th e  air. O n e  c a n  a lw ays a rg u e  for th e  c o rre c tn e s s  of a  form by ap p ea lin g  to a  
specific  p a rt  of th e  co n ten t. How can  o n e  s p e a k  of the  "wrong" form of a  p o em  u n le ss  one
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p re s u m e s  to a lread y  know  w hat its c o n te n t "is"? W h a te v e r  its a im s, C re e le y 's  
form ulation d is lo d g e s  th e  philosophical a n d  form al m oorings o f O lso n 's  pro ject. T he 
explicit tau to log ical a n d  "open" non-law  of C re e le y 's  s ta te m e n t  is b rough t b a c k  into the 
se rv ic e  o f p ro jec tive  v e rs e  u n d e r th e  form  of w h a t is no lo n g er a  m ere  d e c la ra tiv e  but is- 
-in  b o ld  l e t t e r s - a n  im p e ra tiv e .
T h e  e lev a tio n  o f c o n te n t o v e r  form  in O lso n 's  fo rm ula tion  re v e rs e s - -n o t e lim inates*- 
th e  sp lit a n d  c o n s e q u e n t  h ierarchy of form  a n d  co n ten t in N ew  Criticism . O lso n ’s 
va lo riza tio n  of c o n te n t o v e r form is typically  A m erican in its re s is ta n c e  to  fo rm alism s: 
an ti- in te llec tu a lism  a g a in s t  in te llec tu a lism  (w e b rag  a b o u t th e  s u b je c ts - l ik e  m ath  a n d  
H n g lish - th a t  w e re  o u r  "worst" in high sch o o l); th e  b re a th  a g a in s t  the  m etric  foot, 
individualism  a g a in s t socia liza tion , e tc . T h a t th e s e  o p p o sitio n s  p ro b lem atize  o r e v e n  
c o n tra d ic t o n e  a n o th e r  is b e s id e  th e  po in t for th e  an ti-form ulaic; in fact, it m ay  b e  the 
po in t s in c e  th e  law  of contrad iction  a s  a  law  is form ulaic. S e v e ra l q u e s tio n s : if O lso n 's  
w ork is in co n sis ten t a t  b e s t  a n d  se lf-con trad ic to ry  a t w o rs t, w ould  th is h a v e  b e e n  a  
p rob lem  for O lso n ?  Is "P ro jective V erse"  m ea n t to  b e  m o re  w him sical th a n  rigo rous?  
H ave  I sw allow ed  th e  bait by taking th is  e s s a y  serio u sly ?
T h e  im portance  of th e  problem  c a n n o t be  s id e s te p p e d . I am  justified  in th is 
trad itional a n d  logical a n a ly s is  of O lso n 's  tex t only to th e  e x te n t th a t h is a rg u m en t 
co n fo rm s to  th e  c o n to u rs  of rational a rg u m e n t ev en  if th is  conform ity  is h o tlo w -a  shell 
g a m e . O th erw ise , any th ing  I write a b o u t th is e s s a y  is literally b e s id e  th e  p o in t-o n  
d ifferen t te rm s  a n d  a  d ifferen t turf. T h u s  far I have  re a d  o n e  O lson  "law" of projective 
v e r s e ,  a n d  th e  term  law , which is a lso  th e  n a m e  of a  form ula, s e e m s  to justify th e  m ode 
o f th is  c ritique . T h is  la w - th e  c o -e x te n s io n  of "right form " a n d  c o n te n t - i s  th e  law  of 
o rg an ic ism , th e  in te rre la tionsh ip  of m ind , n a tu re , an d  la n g u a g e . Insofar a s  o rgan ic ism  
re c a lls  W ordsw orth ian  R om an tic ism , w h ich  is itself by no  m e a n s  irrational o r a n ti­
in te llec tua l, O lson  rem a in s  within the  purv iew  of re a so n .
N ow  (3) th e  p ro c e s s  of the  thing, how  th e  principle c a n  b e  m ad e  s o  to  s h a p e  the
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e n e rg ie s  th a t th e  form is acco m p lish ed . A nd I think it c a n  be  boiled dow n to o n e
s ta te m e n t (first p o u n d ed  into m y h e a d  by Edw ard D ahiberg): ON E PE R C EPTIO N
MUST IMMEDIATELY AND DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER PERCEPTION. 15 
T h is  th en  is th e  "how" of th e  law, how  it-p ro je c tiv e  v e rs e  a s  the  c o -e x ten s io n  o f form 
a n d  c o n te n t - i s  to  b e  p rac ticed . T h e  n e c e s s ity  of im m ediacy  a n d  d ire c tn e ss  is c le a r. If 
th e  p o e t is a n  o p e n  c h a n n e l, th en  ideally noth ing  d e la y s  o r  d e te r s  the  tran sfe r of energy  
from  p e rc e p tio n  to  p a g e , c a u sa tio n s  to sc rip t. Let u s  not, how ever, forget th e  "at least"  
th a t a u th o r iz e s  th e  am plification of en e rg y . At th is point, p e rh a p s , O lso n 's  adm onition  
a g a in s t th e  "lyrical in te rfe ren ce  of th e  individual a s  ego" c a n  b e  re a d  a s  not a  c o n c e rn  
a b o u t fidelity to  th e  original im pulse  of e n e rg y  b u t a  c o n cern  th a t th e  e g o  m ight su p p lan t 
th e  original p e rc ep tio n  with its own im ag ina tions . Am plification w ould  th u s  s e rv e  a s  a  
g u a ra n to r  th a t th e  orig inal im pulse, h o w e v e r "w eak en ed "  by th e  p e rh a p s  in ev itab le  
in te rfe ren ce  of th e  e g o  ev en  u n d e r ideal cond itions , w ould b e  sa fe ly  tra n sp o rte d  to  the 
p a g e . O n th e  su rfa c e  th is m ight a p p e a r  a s  a  c o n cern  a b o u t th e  objectivity of th e  original 
im pu lse , bu t if th e  p o e t is to o b ey  th e  d ictum  of im m ediacy a n d  d ire c tn e ss , th en  th e re  is 
a t le a s t a  co n co m itan t e levation  of th e  s u p p o s e d  e g o -le ss  p o e t. For percep tion  is w h a t the 
p o e t d o e s . To sa y  th a t his p e rc e p tio n s  m u st im m ediately  an d  directly  follow o n e  a n o th e r  
is to  p lace  a  g re a t  d e a l of faith in th e  ac cu ra cy  a n d  facility of th e  p o e t's  mind. O n e  m ust 
s u p p o s e  th a t only a  sensibility  tra ined  during  long y e a rs  of s tu d y  a n d  reflection a n d  
p rac tic e  c a n  e n a c t  p ro jec tive  v e rse . W hat th e  "how" of th e  law  of projective v e rs e  d o e s  
is co m b in e  a  W ordsw orth ian  in sis ten ce  on  sensib ility  d e v e lo p m en t with a  K ero u ac ian  
sp o n tan e ity . In d eed  it m ay not b e  too farfe tched  to regard  K ero u ac 's  sp o n ta n e o u s  p ro se  a s  
th e  literary d e s c e n d a n t  o f W ordsw orth 's  " sp o n ta n e o u s  overflow  of feeling" (an d  an  
e lision  of th e  a c c o m p a n y in g  " reco llec ted  in tranquility"). M oreover, O lso n 's  no tion  of 
o n e  p e rcep tio n  lead ing  im m ediately  a n d  directly  to  a n o th e r  p a ra lle ls  G in sb e rg 's  "First 
th o ugh t b e s t though t."  A nd ju st a s  th e  "Egotistical Sublim e" o v e rp o w e rs  n a tu re  a n d  
G in sb e rg 's  s ty le  a n d  persona lity  p e rm e a te  h is p ro se , th e re  is a  d a n g e r  that th e  p o e t will
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in th e  final a n a ly s is  su p p la n t h is o b je c ts .16
A le s s  c h a ritab le  view  of th e s e  p ro je c ts  m ight align them  with w ord a sso c ia tio n  g a m e s  
o r  R o rsch arch  c h a r ts , both  of w hich d e p e n d  on th e  su b je c t 's  e x p re ss in g  his im m ed ia te  
th o u g h ts  to  strip  a w ay  conven tion  a n d  hab it to g e t a t  so -ca lled  su b c o n sc io u s  reality . Yet 
e v e n  th e re —if th e re  is a  th e r e -w h a t  is v a lo rized  is m ind. T h is  m ind, F reud ian  o r  not, 
is th e  re s id e n t of cu ltu re  an d  history  d e sp ite  th e  c o n s c io u s n e ss  of o b jec ts  a s  o th e rs  (the  
ob jec tis t c o n sc ie n c e )  th a t k e e p s  a t b a y  th e  e g o . C o n s c ie n c e -n e s s  s ta n d s  w atch o v e r the  
p a s s a g e  of e n e rg y  from the  original im pulse  to th e  poem .
Now if th e  integrity of the  im pu lse  is p re se rv ed , s o  too  the  p a ra d e  of p e rcep tio n s . The 
s tre a m  of p e rc e p tio n s  m u st b e  co n tin u o u s  to w ard  off in te rfe re n c e  a s  th e  p e rc e p tio n s  
th e m se lv e s . O n c e  ag a in  we arrive a t  a  p reca rio u s m o m en t in th is e s s a y :  the  u n e a sy  
ba lan c in g  of p ro c e s s  a n d  p e rcep tio n . For th e  valo riza tion  of th e  form er th re a te n s  to shift 
th e  b a la n c e  to th e  sty le  of th e  p o e m , th e  p ro c e s s  itself, effectively reducing  the  
s ig n ifican ce  of th e  p e rc e p tio n s  (O lso n 's  co n ten t). For O lson , sty le  is n e ither c o n te n t nor 
form  b u t th a t w hich con jo in s th e  tw o; th u s  it is th e  veh ic le  of th e  e g o , th e  e x p re ss io n  of 
pe rso n a lity . In so far a s  co n ten t a n d  form  c a n  only conjoin  u n d e r  th e  d irection  and  
au tho rity  of s ty le , th e  e g o , h o w ev er u n th ea lrica l a n d  uno b tru siv e , is n e v e r  co m p le te ly  
e x c ise d  from  th e  p o e m . S ty le - re la t io n sh ip  i ts e lf - s h o w s  how  th e  p o e t m e s h e s  form  
a n d  c o n te n t, sh o w s  how  he  "b rea thes" :
I ta k e  it th a t PR O JEC TIV E V ERSE te a c h e s , th is  le s so n , th a t that v e rse  will 
do  in which a  p oe t m a n a g e s  to reg is te r  both  the  acqu isitions of his e a r  an d  
th e  p re s s u re s  of h is b re a th  . . .  In any  g iven  in s ta n c e , b e c a u s e  th e re  is  a  
ch o ic e  of w ords, th e  ch o ice , if a  m an  is in th e re , will b e , sp o n ta n e o u s ly , 
th e  o b e d ie n c e  of his e a r  to th e  sy llab le .17 
H ere  th e  m oral im perative  n o ted  ea rlie r  in re fe re n c e  to  th e  c o n sc ie n c e  b e c o m e s  explicit. 
T h e  e th ic s  of p ro jec tiv e  v e rse --o b je c tism --d e m a n d  th a t  th e  e a r  su b o rd in a te  itse lf to  
th e  sy llab le . But is it p o ss ib le  for th e  eg o  to rem ain  uninvolved in p e rc e p tio n s?  O lson
him self s e e m s  to s u g g e s t  th a t th e  e g o  m ust g e t involved: "So is it no t th e  PLAY of a  m ind 
w e  a re  after, is n o t th a t th a t sh o w s  w h e th e r a  m ind is th e re  a t a ll?"10 S in ce  the  
c o n s c ie n c e  s u p e rv is e s  th e  e x p re s s io n  of p e rs o n a l i ty - th e  e g o  a s  c o n s c io u s n e s s - n e i th e r  
of th e s e  play. T h is  le a v e s  th e  su b c o n sc io u s . But w hat if the  s u b c o n sc io u s  is n ev er 
"itself" b u t only th e  effect of th e  e g o  em battled  with th e  c o n s c ie n c e ?  C ould  o n e  ev e r  
"write" o r "say" th e  p lay  o f th e  su b c o n sc io u s  a s  s u c h ?  W ould not o n e  in ste a d  w rite o r 
s a y  th e  s trugg le  b e tw e en  th e  c o n sc ie n c e  a n d  c o n sc io u s?  Or: w hat if the  ego  is itself a  
co n stru c t of th e  su b c o n sc io u s , a  veh ic le  by w hich th e  "drives" e x p re s s  th e m se lv e s?  In 
th is  c a s e  o n e  w rites o r s a y s  th e  s trugg le  b e tw een  th e  co n sc ie n ce  a n d  su b co n sc io u s  
(though  it is no  longer "sub" any th ing ). And finally, it is p o ss ib le  to  v iew  the  c o n s c ie n c e  
a s  a n  effect of th e  c o n sc io u s  a n d  su b co n sc io u s . T his play , th en , h o w ev er conceived , is 
a lre a d y  not a  p lay  but a  te lo s  o r sy n th e s is  (in th e  H egelian  s e n s e )  w h e th e r  the  "mind" 
ta k e s  th e  form  o f a  fam ily d ra m a  o r identity a s  th e  reflection o f d iffe re n c e .19
H ow ever h e  c o n c e iv e s  "play," O lson  b e liev es  th a t the  mind p lay s  through  voicing 
b e c a u s e  s p e e c h  is th e  "solid of v e rse , is th e  s e c re t  of a  po em 's  en e rg y , b e c a u s e  now, a  
p o em  h a s , by s p e e c h , solidity. . . ."20
It is  now  only a  m atte r  of th e  recognition of th e  c o n v en tio n s  of com position  by 
field for u s  to bring into b e ing  an  o p e n  v e rs e  a s  form al a s  th e  c lo se d , with all th e  
trad itional a d v a n ta g e s .^ 1 
W hat a re  the  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f u shering  a  p ro jective v e rs e  u n d er th e  law s of con v en tio n s  
into th e  h istory o f p o e try ?  W hat d istinctions a re  to b e  m ad e  b e tw e e n  "c lo sed  v e rse "  a n d  
"form al" v e r s e ?  T h is  d istinction  itse lf s u g g e s ts  th a t p ro jective v e r s e  ca lls  forth n ew  
fo rm s: in th is only lies its d iffe ren ce  from th e  "inherited" form s of c lo s e d  v e rs e . If 
"FORM IS NEVER M ORE THAN THE EXTENSION O F  CONTENT," every  projective v e rse  
p rac titio n er is fre e  to s e le c t  h is ow n form s. But O lson  w a n ts  "right form s,"
"conven tions  of com position  by field," to bring into e x is ten ce  an "o p en  v e rse  a s  form al a s  
th e  c lo se d , with all th e  trad itional a d v a n ta g e s ."  By legislating th e  te rm s  a n d  cond itions
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of o p e n  v e rs e , O lson  delim its its field of possib ility  e v e n  b e fo re  its inaugura tion  a s  o p en  
v e rs e . T h e  anx ie ty  im plied by th is  fo rec lo su re  of possibility is re la te d  to th e  s p e c tre  of 
th e  e g o  O lson  s e e s  loom ing bey o n d  the  horizon o f "conven tions of com position  by field." 
For if eve ry  p ro jective v e rs e  p o e t m ad e  up  h is ow n ru les  a n d  co n v en tio n s , w ould O lson  
not s e e  in th e  su t g e n e ris  im pulse  eg o m an ia  in th e  g u ise  of o p e n n e s s ?  By im plem enting 
law s  for all field co m p o sitio n , O lson  h o p e s  to  o b je c t ify - th a t  is , s c ie n tif ic iz e -  
c r e a t iv i ty .
Ironically, th e  objectification of p ro jective v e r s e  c a n  only ta k e  p la c e  in th e  m edium  
that h a s  b e e n  u n d e r  a tta ck  th roughou t "P ro jec tive  V erse": w riting:
W h at w e  h av e  su ffe red  from  is m an u sc rip t, p re s s , rem o v a l of v e rs e  from  its 
p ro d u c e r  a n d  its rep ro d u c e r, th e  vo ice , a  rem oval by o n e , by two rem o v e s  from 
its p la c e  of origin a n d  its d estin a tio n . For th e  b rea th  h a s  a  d oub le  m ean ing  which 
Latin h a d  not y e t lost.
T h e  irony is, from the  m ach in e  h a s  com e o n e  gain  not ye t sufficiently 
o b s e rv e d  o r  u se d , b u t w hich le a d s  indirectly on  tow ard  p ro jective v e rs e  a n d  its 
c o n s e q u e n c e s . It is th e  a d v a n ta g e  of th e  typew riter th a t, d u e  to its rigidity an d  its 
s p a c e  p rec is io n s , it c a n , for a  p o e t, ind ica te  exactly  th e  b re a th , th e  p a u s e s ,  the  
s u s p e n s io n s  ev en  of sy llab les, the  jux tapositions  ev en  of p la c e s  & p h ra s e s , which 
h e  in te n d s .22
From  th e  m o m en t th is p ro jec t a c q u ire s  the  title "COM POSITION BY FIELD," e v e n  if it is 
o n e  of se v e ra l, th e  w ord "FIELD" teils u s  th a t w e  a re  a lread y  sp e ak in g  of sp ac in g , 
writing, fa r  from  th e  m ythic p re s e n c e  of tim e a n d  s p e e c h . P ro jec tive  v e rs e  is h e re  
explicitly d e p e n d e n t  on  typing a n d  sp ac in g  s in ce  handw riting is too irregular, too 
p e rso n a l, to o  s ty lish - l ik e  s p e e c h . T h e  ty p ew riter n o rm a lize s  writing, an d  s o  it is th e  
k e e p e r  of th e  law  of com position  by field. S p e e c h , b rea th , a n d  all th e  o th e r  ha llm arks of 
pro jective v e rs e  will from h e re  on  be  d e p e n d e n t o n  type. Handw riting a n d  s p e e c h  a re  
bo th  too  id iosyncratic , w hich is why, from th e  ta b le ts  of M o ses  to the  D eclaration  of
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In d e p e n d e n c e , th e  law s of th e  W est a re  written dow n. D esp ite , th e n , O lson 's  po lem ical 
a p p e a ls  to  th e  "solidity" o f p ro jec tive  v e r s e - s p e e c h ,  th e  ve ry  th ing  th a t d is tin g u ish e s  
th e  o b jec tis t e th ic  from  th e  Im agist e th ic , is s u b o rd in a te d  to th e  au thority  of writing.
O n e  m ight o b jec t th a t from  O lso n 's  p e rsp e c tiv e  th e  typew riter s e rv e s  only a s  the  
p r e s s  th a t prin ts th e  s c o re  from  w hich th e  b rea th in g  p o e t p e rfo rm s, a n d , truth to tell, 
O lson  d o e s  in d ee d  d raw  th e  m usica l a n a lo g y  to  illustra te  th e  p r o p e r - th a t  is, d e lim ite d -  
function of type. This d o e s  nothing, how ever, to  a lte r  the  fact th a t th e  perform ing p o e t 
rem a in s  d e p e n d e n t on th e  "sco re ,"  ev en  if, a s  w ith s o m e  ja z z  "renditions" of s ta n d a rd  
s o n g s , th e  s c o re  is th e  point of d e p a rtu re  to  w hich o n e  n e v e r re tu rn s . M oreover, s in ce  
w o rd s -u n lik e  m usica l n o t e s - c a n  b e  rea d  w ithout b e in g  h e a rd  (ev e n  if w o rd s a re  not 
un ivocal sign ifiers like m ath  sy m b o ls), O lso n 's  form ulation m ak e s  s p e e c h  d e p e n d e n t on 
type  b u t ty p e  in d ep e n d e n t of s p e e c h . U nder th is form ulation, o n e  c a n  silently s c a n  a  
p o em , bu t o n e  c a n n o t recite  a  p o em  without the  guid ing  cu rso r  of th e  w ord u n d e rh a n d  o r  
in g ra in ed  in th e  e n g ra m s  o f m em ory  a s  in te rio rized  "writing." O n e  ironic resu lt is th a t 
rec ited  "c lo sed  v e rse "  is  m ore  in d ep e n d e n t of writing p rec isely  b e c a u s e  th e  form s a re  
inherited  a n d  th u s  fam iliar. It is  genera lly  e a s ie r  to  m em orize  a  s o n n e t  th an  an  o p e n  
p o em  of co m p arab le  length . O lson  can n o t s e e  the  ten d en cy  of the  e a r  to s e e k  o r im pose  a  
p a tte rn  b e c a u s e  of his a p o th e o s is  of s p e e c h  a n d  b rea th . In attem pting to  free sp e e c h  a n d  
b rea th  from  th e  s u p p o s e d  ty ranny  of inherited  line a n d  s ta n z a , O lson  fo rge ts  tha t 
sp e ak in g  a n d  b rea th ing  a re  th e m se lv e s  reg u la rized  a n d  regulariz ing  activ ities. This 
"fo rgetfu lness" is re la te d  to  h is  idealization of s p e e c h  a s  freedom  from  th e  tradition of 
fo rm s. But it is, for O lson , too  m uch  freedom . T h u s  th e  law of th e  typew riter to 
c o n s tra in  th e  "solidity" of s p e e c h .
D esp ite  h is a ttem p ts  to hold onto  s p e e c h  an d  tem poral c o n c e rn s  w h en  d iscussing  
s tra te g ie s  of field com position , O lson  invariably finds him self d raw n b a c k  to the 
term inology of writing a n d  sp a c in g . For ex am p le , h e  d e m o n s tra te s  th a t the  p h ra se  
"length" is a  spatia l c o n cep t: "If a  con tem porary  p o e t le a v e s  a  s p a c e  a s  long a s  th e  p h ra s e
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b efo re  it, h e  m e a n s  that s p a c e  to  b e  held, by th e  b rea th , an  eq u a l leng th  of tim e."23 M ore 
often  th a n  not, h is e x a m p le s  of field com position  a re  explicitly sp a tia l: "If h e  [the poet] 
s u s p e n d s  a  w ord o r  syllable a t th e  e n d  of a  line (this w a s  C um m ings ' addition) he  m e a n s  
th a t tim e to  p a s s  th a t it ta k e s  th e  e y e - th a t  ha ir of tim e s u s p e n d e d - to  pick up the  next 
line."24 N othing p a s s e s  a c ro s s  a  p a g e  excep t th e  e y e . P e rh ap s  h e  too  reco g n izes  the  
w e a k n e s s  of th e s e  b rea th -line  ex am p les , for O lson  so o n  re tu rn s  to th e  e a r:
A lready  they  [P ound  a n d  Williams] a re  com posing  a s  though  v e rs e  w a s  to h av e  the 
re -ac tin g  its writing involved , a s  though  n o t th e  ey e  but th e  e a r  w a s  to b e  its 
m e a s u re r , a s  though  th e  in tervals  of its com position  could  b e  carefu lly  put dow n 
a s  to b e  p rec isely  th e  in tervals of its reg is tra tio n . For th e  e a r , w hich o n e  h a d  the  
b u rd en  of m em ory to qu ick en  it (rime a n d  reg u la r  c a d e n c e  w e re  its a id s  a n d  hav e  
m ere ly  lived on  in print a fte r  the  oral n e c e s s itie s  w ere  e n d e d ) c a n  now  again , 
th a t  th e  p o e t h a s  h is m e a n s , b e  the  th re sh o ld  of pro jective verse .25  
Following O lson  I a s k  h e re : if "rime a n d  reg u la r c a d e n c e "  a re  a n a c h ro n ism s  in the  e ra  of 
print a n d  th e  p re s s , c a n  w e not s a y  exactly  th e  s a m e , a n d , m oreover, for th e  s a m e  
re a s o n s , of th e  e a r?  By clinging nostalgically  to  the  oral a n d  aural, d o e s  O lson  not 
p e rp e tu a te  w h a t is p e rh a p s  th e  las t an ach ro n ism  of poetry , an e le m en t m any  c o n s id e r  
e s se n tia l  for poe try  to b e  poe try : so u n d  itself?  Is th e re  any "reason"  today  to p rac tice  
still a  p o e try  of th e  e a r  w h en  s o  m any  of o u r  techno log ica l, ph ilo soph ica l a n d  cultural 
s ig n s  po in t to a  world of th e  e y e ?  W hy shou ld  th e  solidity of th e  m ark on  the  p a g e  b e  any 
le s s  v iab le  a n  o b jec t th an  "speech -fo rce"  c o n ce iv ed  a s  "objects, th in g s, e tc ."?  From a  
m aterial point of view, isn 't th e  m ark  a t lea s t a s  d e n s e , a t lea s t a s  m uch  a  thing, a s  the  
p h o n e m e ?  For e x am p le : is "co n c re te  poetry" n o t p o e try ?
D esp ite  th e  in co n s is te n c ie s  a n d  con trad ic tions I h av e  rea d  in O lso n 's  text, p e rh a p s  
both  th e  e y e  a n d  e a r  a re  un im portan t in th em se lv e s , m e re  c h a n n e ls  th rough  which the  
body m a n ife s ts  i tse lM n  air, o n  p a p e r. P oetry  w ould th en  b e , for O lso n , both  a  b a r  of 
m usic  a n d  s tro k e  of pain t pointing b ack  to  their c re a to rs : a  m outh  a n d  h a n d  in d ia logue
From  th e  m o m en t th e  pro jective p u rp o se  of th e  ac t of v e rs e  is recogn ized , the  
c o n te n t d o e s - i t  w iil-c h a n g e . If th e  beg inn ing  a n d  th e  en d  is b rea th , v o ice  in 
its la rg e s t s e n s e ,  th en  th e  m aterial of v e rse  sh ifts. It h a s  to. W hat s e e m  to m e a  
m o re  valid  form ulation [than P o u n d 's  a n d  W illiam s' O bjectivism ] for p re s e n t  u s e  
is "objectism ," a  w ord to be  taken  to  s ta n d  for a  kind of relation of m an to 
e x p e rien c e  w hich a  p oe t m ight s ta te  a s  th e  n e c e ss ity  of a  line o r a  work to b e  a s  
w ood is, to b e  a s  c lean  a s  w ood c a n  b e  w hen a  m an h a s  h a d  his h an d  to it.
O b jectism  is th e  ge tting  rid of th e  lyrical in te rfe re n c e  of th e  individual a s  e g o , of 
th e  'su b je c t ' a n d  his sou l, th a t p ecu liar p resu m p tio n  by w hich w e s te rn  m an  h a s  
in te rp o se d  h im self b e tw e en  w h a t h e  is a s  a  c re a tu re  of n a tu re  (with ce rta in  
in stru ctio n s  to  ca rry  out) an d  th o se  o th e r  c re a tio n s  of n a tu re  w hich w e  m ay, 
with no d e ro g a tio n , call ob jects.26  
S u b jec tiv ism , th e  "lyrical in te rfe re n c e  of th e  individual a s  ego ,"  s e p a ra tio n  from  w hat 
m an  "is a s  a  c re a tu re  of na tu re ,"  c o n s titu te s  the  im pulse  o f R om an tic  anxiety . But 
d e sp ite  th e  a ttem p t to call o b jec ts  a s  su c h  "with no dero g a tio n ,"  th e  individual a s  su b je c t 
c o n s ti tu te s  o b je c ts :  th e  s im u lta n e o u s  co n stru c tio n  of su b je c t/o b jec t polarity is 
g e n e ra te d  a s  e g o . T he  m om ent o n e s  w rites to o r ab o u t the  o ther, o n e  h a s  m ad e  the  o th e r 
a n  o b jec t (d irect, ind irect, p rep o sitio n a l, e tc .) B efo re  its tran sfo rm atio n  into o b jec t 
th e  o th e r  is a  su b je c t of its ow n. But a  s ta n d  th a t r e s p e c ts  th e  o th e r 's  subjectiv ity  m e a n s  
a b so lu te  s ilen ce . For O lson , the  p ro jectiv ist e g o  d e c id e s  w hat to write; th e  ob jec tis t 
c o n sc ie n c e  of the  pro jectiv ist d e c id e s  how  to write. And the  d ec is ion  ab o u t w hat to write 
is cu ltu rally  b o u n d e d  a n d  h isto rica lly  in f lu e n c e d -" in te r fe re n c e ,"  lyrical o r no t, if 
e v e r  th e re  w a s . T he  individual a s  e g o  d o e s  no t h av e  to  write ab o u t itself to write ab o u t 
itself. A utobiography is p e rh a p s  m o st p re s e n t  w hen  it is  le a s t a p p a re n t. P e rh a p s  th is is 
w hy O lson  will imply th a t e g o  m an ifests  itself in th e  spraw l of ou tw ard  vision. T h e  p o e t
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of p ro jec tive  v e rse , h o w e v e r, m ust look within, w ork into h is body  to d isc e rn  the 
rh y th m s a p p ro p ria te  to  th e  incom ing s tre a m  of p e rc e p tio n s . T he  p ro jec tive  v e rse  p o e t 
d is c e rn s  in h im self th e  rhy thm s of th e  o th e r  tha t co n s titu te  in p a rt th e  p o e t him self:
If h e  spraw l, h e  sh a ll find little to  sing  but him self, a n d  sha ll s ing , n a tu re  h a s  
su c h  p a ra d o x ica l w ay s , by w ay  of artificial form s o u ts id e  him self. But if h e  
s ta y s  within h im self, if he  is c o n s tra in e d  within h is n a tu re  a s  h e  is partic ipan t 
in th e  larger fo rc e s , he  will b e  a b le  to listen, an d  his h e a rin g  th rough  him self 
will g ive  him s e c r e ts  o b jec ts  s h a r e .2?
Inso far a s  b rea th  is its ow n origin a n d  d es tin a tio n , "voice in its la rg e s t s e n s e ,"  o b jec ts  
g ive s e c re ts  to the  p o e t th a t he  can  u s e  to solidify h is own s p e e c h , h is ow n b rea th . This 
is w hy th e  ob ject m u st b e  ta k e n  an d  tak en  se rio u s ly , literally: th a t is, inw ard  by w ay  of 
th e  e y e  an d  ea r, eg o  a n d  c o n sc ien ce , a n d  th en  ou tw ard , th rough  the  lungs, th roat an d  
m o u th , sh o u ld e r, a rm  a n d  hand . T h is s e r ie s  e n s u re s  th e  fidelity, th e  solidity, of 
o b jec tism : "For a  m a n 's  p rob lem s, th e  m o m en t h e  ta k e s  s p e e c h  up  in all its fu llness, is 
to g ive  his work a  s e r io u s n e s s ,  a  s e r io u s n e s s  sufficient to c a u s e  th e  thing h e  m ak e s  to 
try to  ta k e  its p lace  a lo n g s id e  the  th ings of na tu re ."23
T h e  p o e t, how ever, is n o t m erely o n e  o b jec t am o n g  o th e rs  in th e  field o f ex p erien ce . 
H e is priv ileged both  a s  m an  ("But b re a th  is m a n 's  sp ec ia l qualification a s  an im al”) and  
p o e t ("For I w ould h a z a rd  th e  g u e s s  th a t, if p ro jective v e rs e  is p rac tic e d  long en o u g h , is 
d riven  a h e a d  h a rd  e n o u g h  a long  the  c o u rs e  I think it d ic ta te s , v e rs e  ag a in  c a n  carry  m uch 
la rg e r  m ate ria l than  it h a s  ca rried  in o u r  la n g u a g e  s in c e  th e  E lizab e th an s").29 T h e  
rev ita liza tion  of th e  d ra m a tic -w ith  ep ica l o v e rto n e s -- is  p a rt a n d  p a rc e l  o f th e  d e s ire  
"to c a u s e  th e  thing h e  m a k e s  to take its p lace  a lo n g sid e  th e  th ings of na tu re ."  H ere  the  
p o e t a c q u ire s  a lm ost d iv ine  a ttribu tes . H e not only c re a te s  th ings, bu t with h is b rea th  
h e  g iv e s  them  life on th e  s ta g e  of the  p o em  a s  world. T he  p o e t is h e re  g o d  o r p riest. It is 
no t su rp rising  that O lso n  c ite s  Eliot an d  ta k e s  him to  task  a s  a n  in a d e q u a te  m aker, a  
lim ited  g o d -p o e t w ho  fa iled  to b rea th  life into h is w ou ld -be  p o e m s-a s-w o rld s :
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It cou ld  b e  a rg u e d  th a t it is b e c a u s e  Eliot h a s  s ta y e d  inside  th e  non-pro jective 
th a t h e  fails a s  a  d ra m a tis t- th a t  h is  root is the  m ind a lo n e , a n d  a  sch o la s tic  
m ind at th a t (no  high in te lle tto  d e s p ite  h is a p p a re n t  c la r itie s )--a n d  th a t, in his 
lis ten ings h e  h a s  g o n e  from his find e a r  ou tw ard  ra th e r  th a n , a s  I sa y  a  
p ro jec tive  p o e t will, dow n th rough  th e  w orkings of h is  ow n th ro a t to th a t p lac e  
w h e re  b rea th  c o m e s  from , w h ere  b rea th  h a s  its b eg inn ing , w here  d ra m a  h a s  to 
sp rin g  from , w h e re , th e  c o in c id en c e  is, all a c t sp rings .30  
Is th is  w h a t p ro jec tiv e  v e r s e -o b je c t is m  c o m e  to a t la s t-- th e  resu sc ita tio n  of th e  
p o e t h e re to fo re  a  m ere  m im ic of d e a d  fo rm s?  T h e  a p o th e o s is  o f th e  p oe t into a  c re a to r  of 
a  b rea th -filled  thing th a t ta k e s  its rightful p la c e  am o n g  the  o b je c ts  of n a tu re ?  It is 
c le a r  th a t  th is  p ro jec t th a t e m p h a s iz e s  th e  p ro jection  of b re a th  into w ords, th e  th in g n e ss  
of th in g s , g o e s  h a n d -in -h an d  with th e  s u p p re s s io n  of the  "lyrical in te rfe ren ce  of the  
individual a s  ego ."  But w h a t of th is a p p e a l to a  poetry  of d ram a tic  a n d  epical 
d im e n s io n s?  T heir rev italization  m ark s  th e  failure to o p e n  o r  c lo s e  poetry  in any  
e sse n tia lis t  s e n s e  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re  b e c a u s e  (1} th e  d ram a tic  an d  ep ical im pulse  
b e lo n g s  to  th e  tradition of inherited  form s, a n d  (2) the  eg o  r e a s s e r t s  itself m o st notab ly  
a n d  nobly in th e  d ra m a  an d  ep ic . M oreover, th is  im pulse h a d  a lre ad y  m ad e  it 
r e a p p e a ra n c e  in th is  c en tu ry  in th e  w ork of J o y c e , P o u n d , Eliot, Lowry, P ro u st, M ann, 
e tc . A nd w hen  w e think of M ax im us do  w e no t think of O lso n ?  A nd think of him not just 
b e c a u s e  he  w rote th e  poem  b u t b e c a u s e  he  is su ffused  th roughou t th e  p o em ?  T h e se  
w riters " a p p e a r ’ in their w orks not n e c e s sa rily  a s  (O lson 's  a tte n u a te d )  "con ten t"  b u t a s  
"style": th e s e  w riters a re  how  th ey  w rite.
O n e  la s t exam p le . Is it no t O lso n 's  e g o  th a t im agines it c a n  exc lude  and  su p p lan t "the 
C la s s ic a l- re p re s e n ta tio n a l  by th e  prim itive a b s t r a c t . . . ," by  w hich  h e  m e a n s  
" 'prim ary ' a s  how  o n e  finds any th ing , pick it u p  a s  o n e  d o e s  n e w -fre sh /f irs t" ?  O lson  
a s s u m e s  th a t th is u su rp ing  allow s o n e  eq u a l a c c e s s  "ac ro ss  h istory a n d  back" ev en  a s  the  
"objectist"  in him a c k n o w led g e s  th a t "(T he Hopi sa y  w hat g o e s  on  o v e r there  isn 't
h a p p e n in g  h e re  th e re fo re  it isn 't th e  s a m e  p u re  'localism ' of sp a c e - tim e , but su ch  
location  c a n  now  b e  c a lled : w hat you find out for y o u rse lf f 'is te rin ) k e e p s  all 
accom pany ing  c i r c u m s ta n c e s . . . a  s ta te m e n t th a t s a y s  bo th  y e s  a n d  no to historical 
c o n tin g e n c ie s .31 In O lso n 's  recognition a n d  d en ia l of th e  lim itations im p o sed  by history 
w e  s e e  a  stu rdy  d e s c e n d a n t  of W ordsw orth w ho valo rized  bo th  th e  linkage a n d  gulf 
b e tw e e n  p a rts  an d  w h o le s . W ordsw orth o ften  c o n ce iv es  of hum an  e x is te n c e  a s  dam nation  
in asm u ch  a s  it en ta ils  th e  "forgetting" of p re -ex is ten t in n o cen ce . T h u s  c o n d e m n e d  to 
p artia l k now ledge , th e  p o st-p a rtu m  p o e t in tim a tes  th e  fo rgo tten  w ho le : p re -e x is te n c e  
re c a p tu re d  in im m ortality . It m ay well b e  th is  s e n s e  of partiality  a n d  e n c lo su re  tha t 
m o tiv a te s  O lso n ’s  d e s ire  for projection a n d  o p e n n e ss . For th e  p ro jectiv ist p o e t confined  
to  h is  sp a ce -tim e , t ra n s c e n d e n c e  of h is "localism " m ust tak e  p la c e  by re c o u rse  to the  
"p rim itive  a b s tr a c t ." N o te  th a t it is no t th e  p o em , th e  "prim itive a b s tra c t,"  tha t 
p ro jec tive  thing, th a t  t ra n s c e n d s  h istory. In ste a d  it is th e  p o e t. If I call th is claim  
g ra n d io s e  re g a rd le s s  of w ho  or w hat is s u p p o s e d  to tra n sc e n d  tim e, I m ust a lso  lay the 
b la m e  sq u a re ly  a t  th e  f e e t - e v e n  if b re a th  ra th e r  th an  m e tr ic -o f  O lso n 's  individual a s  
ego.
T h e  p ro jective p o e t d e s ire s  to alw ays live by m e a n s  of h is poetry , a n d  so  he requ ired  
th e  "prim itive a b s tra c t" to  b e  a s  m any th ings to a s  m any p e o p le  a s  m any  tim es possib le . 
O lso n 's  co n sp ic u o u s  ignoring  o r ig n o ran ce  of th e  politics of can o n iza tio n  a r is e s  e ither 
from  a  c ra s s  c a re e rism  {and so  the  "prim itive a b s tra c t" is th e  g u a ra n te e  of a c ad e m ic  
cred ib ility  and  re le v a n c e )  or from an  incredib ly  na ive  belief th a t su c h  a  poe try  will 
so m e h o w  outflank a c a d e m ia  an d  drive s tra ig h t into th e  lives of th e  com m on  folk, 
w h o e v e r, w h en ev er, a n d  w h erev er he  o r s h e  m ay b e  (an d  s o  th e  "prim itive a b s tra c t" 
o p e r a te s  a t  th e  level of prim ary e x p e r ie n c e -w h a te v e r  th a t m ight m e a n - to  a p p e a l to 
all). A nd ye t th e  failure to  a c co u n t a t  le a s t  for canon iza tion  p ro c e d u re s  a n d  conven tions  
m a k e s  O lson  a p p a re n tly  forget th e  possibility  th a t a  r e a d e r  of poe try  m ay b e  a s  
c o m fo rta b le  with top ica l a n d  historically sp ec ific  poetry  a s  h e  is with p o e try  th a t s e e m s
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to s p e a k  b ey o n d  its epo ch .
P ro jec tive  poe try  is w ithout q u e s tio n  a  significant m o v em en t in th e  d e v e lo p m en t of 
co n tem p o ra ry  p o e tic s . W hat I q u e s tio n  a re  its e x tra v ag a n t c la im s to o p e n n e s s  a s  the 
reigning in o f th e  individual a s  e g o . Projective poe try  o p e n s  a n d  c lo s e s  in the  s a m e  
m o v em en t; a n  o p e n  poetry  u n d e r th e  d irec tives of law s, a n d  th u s  only com paratively  
o p e n , is s im u ltan eo u sly  a  poetry  w h o se  c lo su re  o f th e  e g o  is only com parative ly  
s u c c e s s fu l .
*  *  «
If to  o p e n  p o e try  is to  s im u ltan eo u sly  c lo se  it {for ex am p le , "open  form s" tha t 
s im u ltan eo u sly  c lo s e  off th e  p re s u m e d  c lo su re  of " inherited  line, s ta n z a  th en  o n e
m ay  q u e s tio n  w h e th e r  th e  se m a n tic  a n d  syn tac tic  fields of poetry  a re  really  "open" so  
m uch a s  e n la rg e d  o r  a lte red . A s w e shall s e e  in th e  nex t c h a p te r, it is th e  c o n c ep t of 
form  itself th a t a llow s u s  to th ink th e  possibility  th a t 'o p e n "  p o e m s  a re  in tru th  
"en la rg ed "  o r  "a ltered"  p o e m s , bo th  of w hich p re s u m e  lim its, h o rizo n s , d e m a rc a tio n s --  
in sh o rt, form .
T he  re s tr ic te d  p lay  of p o ly sem y  is th e  ob jec t of s tu d y  for th e  sem io log ist. in th is 
re sp e c t, th e  w ork of U m berto E co  is exem plary . As th e  o eu v re  of Eco d e m o n s tra te s  
convincingly , p o ly sem y  is th e  n a m e  of play u n d e r th e  jurisd iction  of a  s c ie n c e :  
sem io logy . N e v e r th e le ss , E co  c o n c e rn s  him self explicitly with th e  c o n c e p ts  of o p e n n e s s  
a n d  c lo su re  in h is 1984 study , T h e  R ole of th e  R e a d e r . A s w e shall s e e ,  it is not 
co inciden ta l th a t  th e  problem  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re  c o m e s  up  in a  s tu d y  of th e  read er. 
Hardly ob jec tiv e  c o n c e p ts , o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re  a re  rew ritten  an d  b lu rred  by E co  a s  
q u e s tio n s : o p e n n e s s  for so m e o n e ?  c lo su re  for s o m e o n e ?
Eco b e g in s  h is exam ination  with w h a t m ight strike  u s  a s  a  cu rious inversion  of our 
g e n e ra l no tions of o p e n  a n d  c lo se d  tex ts :
T h o s e  tex ts  th a t o b se ss iv e ly  aim  a t a rousing  a  p re c ise  re sp o n se  on  th e  p a rt of 
m o re  o r le s s  em pirical r e a d e r s  . . .  a re  in fac t o p e n  to any p o ss ib le  'a b e rra n t'
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d eco d in g . A tex t ‘im m odera te ly ’ o p e n  to any  p o ss ib le  in terp re ta tion  will b e  ca lled
a  closed one.32
T he d is ta n c e  of th is form ulation from th o s e  of O lson is significant. O p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re  
a re  no t only tex tua l s tra te g ie s  h e re  (the  "what" a n d  "how of p ro jec tive  v e rs e  a n d  
o b jec tism ), bu t a lso  read in g  s tra te g ie s , how ever o rien ted  a n d  d e te rm in e d  by tex tua l 
s tra te g ie s . For E co , th e  tex t th a t is im m o d era te , th e  tex t th a t ho lds itself o p e n  to "any 
'a b e rra n t ' d ecod ing ,"  is c lo se d . And th e  tex t tha t o b sess iv e ly  s tr iv es  to a ro u s e  p rec ise  
r e s p o n s e s  from th e  re a d e r  is  o p e n . W hy su c h  apparen tly  oxym oronic  fo rm ula tions?  
B e c a u s e , for o n e , th e  u n a b a s h e d  text c lo s e s  off th e  active participation  of th e  read e r. 
H aving  s a id  every th ing , or, a t  lea s t, too  m uch , within its field of rhetoric , th e  tex t 
le a v e s  th e  re a d e r  with noth ing  to sa y . A nd the  o b sess iv e ly  m onom an iaca l text c a n  a lw ays 
b e  re a d  for ail th a t it d o e s  not sa y , th e  s ile n c e s  it g u a rd s . O n e  m ight g a th e r  from the 
p sy ch o an a ly tica l la n g u a g e  of m y an a ly s is  th a t th e  first tex t th a t c h a tte r s  in ce ssan tly  is 
"healthy" while th e  s e c o n d  tex t tha t s a y s  th e  s a m e  thing o v e r a n d  o v e r  ag a in  is "ill" a n d  
n e e d s  to  b e  c u re d  by th e  c ritic -a s-an a ly san d . It is no  co in c id en ce  th a t Eco, the  au th o r of 
th e  c la ss ic is t T h e  N am e of th e  R o s e , is e ssen tia lly  a  c la ss ic is t/m o d ern is t, a  lover of th e  
c la ss ic a l tex ts  th a t c a n  a lw ays be  "opened"  by th e  critic, it is qu ite  p o ssib le  th a t E co 's 
ta s te s  a n d  p re fe re n c e s  h av e  d e te rm in ed  in a d v a n c e  h is critical theory . Is it no t a lw ays a  
q u e s tio n  o f o p e n n e s s  for w hom , c lo su re  for w hom ?
Let m e not go  on  w ithout noting E co 's  lan g u a g e  in the  abo v e  p a s s a g e , a  lan g u a g e  which 
ju stifie s  o u r  an th ro p o m o rp h ic  v o c a b u la ry : "o b sess iv e ly ,"  "aro u sin g ,"  " im m odera te ."
T h e  e th ic s  of d e s ire  a n d  ta b o o  a re  a t w ork h e re  in full fo rce . T h u s  I p a r a p h r a s e - a g a in -  
E co: th e  n u d e  o p e n  tex t nullifies the  d e s ire  of th e  re a d e r  for th e  text. T he  re a d e r 's  
d e s ire  is no t d irec ted  a t th e  body of th e  tex t bu t a t  the  stripping aw ay , the  undoing, of its 
c lo th e s : th e  tex ts ' univocal p rec ision . T h is  is why th e  text th a t "o b sessiv e ly  a im s a t 
a ro u sin g  a  p rec ise  re sp o n se "  is o p en  to deco d in g . D re sse d  in its univocality to obtain  a  
p rec ise  re sp o n se , th e  tex t c a n  a lw ays b e  u n d re sse d . And o n c e  ag a in  it is th e  stripping
4 1
a w a y - in  sh o rt, read in g  itself—th a t e x c ite s  th e  r e a d e r  a s  h e  t r a c e s  th e  th re a d s  of 
m ean in g . T h e  foregoing  p lay  is d o u b tle s s  c a ric a tu re  but c a rica tu re  justified  by E co 's  
appropriation  of the  lan g u a g e  of tab o o  a n d  d e s ire . E co 's  e th ic  d e te rm in e s  in a d v a n c e  
w hat te x ts  will b e  o p e n e d  a n d  w h a t tex ts  will b e  c lo s e d .
For E cc , how ever m uch a  c lo se d  text m ay b e  o p e n e d , the  text c a n n o t b e  m ad e  to sh o w  
or s a y  ju s t any th ing , for it still o p e ra te s  u n d e r th e  horizon  of a n  in e lu c tab le  au thority . 
T he horizon a n d  au thority  is th e  tex t itself; th e  tex t is its own lexicon: "You c a n n o t u s e  a  
tex t a s  you  w an t, bu t only a s  th e  tex t w a n ts  you to  u s e  it. An o p e n  tex t, how ever 'o p e n ' it 
b e , c a n n o t affo rd  w h a te v e r  in te rp re ta tio n ."33 If m y objectification of th e  tex t a b o v e  
rem a in ed  s u s p e c t ,  th is p a s s a g e  m ak e s  it c le a r  th a t E co  au th o rize s  su c h  a  transform ation . 
A s a  b e in g -fo r-an d -to -itse lf, th e  tex t c a n  n e v e r  "afford w h a te v e r  in te rp re ta tio n .” A ny 
in te rp re ta tio n  th a t is no t au th o rize d  by th e  tex t o p e n s  unlim ited in tra tex tua l a n d  
in te rtex tua l po ssib ilitie s . F o r E co  th e  tex t--an d  h e  m e a n s  first a n d  fo re m o st its 
m ateria lity , th e  w o rd s  th e m s e lv e s - s e r v e s  a s  th e  g ro u n d  for all in te rp re ta tiv e  
s tra te g ie s . T h is  is w hy p lacing  th e  tex t in its h isto rica l con tex t p o s e s  a  th re a t to its 
s u p p o s e d  in tegrity . E ven th e  m o st a c a d e m ic  h isto ric is t r e a d in g s - f o r  e x am p le , M arxist- 
-pu ts  th e  lie to  th e  tex t a s  a  se lf-co n ta in ed  p len itude . E co 's  sem io logy  is  h e re  but 
an o th e r  m o m e n t in th e  ep o c h  of N ew  Critical form alism .
E co’s  va lo riza tion  of th e  tex t o rien ts  h is a rg u m e n t. His notion th a t  a  c lo se d  tex t c a n  
b e  "surgically  'o p e n e d '"  by  exam in ing  th e  "ideological s tru c tu re s  of th e  tex t” in w hich, 
for in s ta n c e , "fiction is tran sfo rm ed  into d o cu m en t a n d  th e  in n o ce n c e  of fancy  is 
tra n s la te d  into th e  d istu rb ing  e v id e n c e  o f a  ph ilo soph ica l s ta tem en t,"  bo th  e r a s e s  a n d  
re in sc rib e s  a n  o ld  p re ju d ice : th e  d istinction  b e tw e e n  literary a n d  non-lite rary  te x ts  on  
th e  b a s is  of tru th -c la im s. T he  distinction is e ra s e d  to  th e  ex ten t th a t th e  p h ra se  
"ideological s tru c tu re s  of th e  text" s u g g e s ts  political rea d in g s  th a t u n d e rm in e  the  
c o m m o n p la c e  belief in th e  n o n -lite ra r in ess  of th e  political text a n d  th e  apolitical 
a e s th e tic s  of th e  literary tex t. But th is distinction is red raw n  to th e  ex te n t o n e  b e lie v es
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it is a  d ifferen t kind {as o p p o s e d  to d e g re e )  of read in g  w hich "o p en s"  a  tex t. For how can  
a  tex t b e  o p e n e d  by  th a t ( th e  "political," for in s ta n c e )  w hich  is a lread y  in sc rib ed  within 
it, b e  o p e n e d  to th a t w hich th e  tex t a u th o r iz e s?  In sh o rt, c a n  a n y  read ing  p red e te rm in e d  
by th e  tex t b e  ca lled  "open?" D oub tless  th is d ilem m a b e a rs  dow n on  th e  q u e s tio n  of 
s tru c tu re  a n d  d e s tro y s  it w ith its fo rce. T h is  is why Eco a d m its  bo th  th e  n e c e s s ity  of 
acco u n tin g  for fo rce  a n d  y e t, a s  a lw ays, a tte m p ts  to  k e e p  fo rce  within th e  field of 
sem iology: "The a e s th e tic  d ialectic  be tw een  o p e n n e s s  an d  c lo s e d n e s s  of tex t d e p e n d s  on 
th e  b a s ic  s tru c tu re s  of th e  p ro c e s s  of tex t in te rp re ta tion  in g e n e ra l."  Is n o t th e  
a rticu la tion  of th e  s tru c tu re  o f p ro c e s s  th e  d re a m  of sem io lo g y  in g e n e ra l? 34 W h a t 
in te re s ts  m e  h e re  is th e  m a tte r  o f a  d e c id e d  a n d  su b tle  shift in E c o 's  a rg u m en t. If tex ts  
d e le rm in e  th e  b rea d th  a n d  ran g e  of in te rp re ta tio n s , if the  " a e s th e tic  d ialectic  b e tw e en  
o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s"  is d e te rm in e d  by in te rp re ta tions , th en  it is no t a  m a tte r  of th e  
o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s  of tex ts . It b e c o m e s  a  m atte r of th e  ex ten t to which tex ts  resis t 
o r  facilita te  o p e n  a n d  c lo se d  in te rp re ta tio n s . N ow  if o n e , in fac t, c a n n o t d e sc r ib e  tex t 
s tru c tu re s  in te rm s  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s , a n d  ye t th e  c o n c e p t of s tru c tu re  im plies 
su c h  term ino logy , th en  te x ts  c a n  no  longer b e  exhaustively  d e sc r ib e d  in te rm s of 
s tru c tu re  p e rio d .
H ave 1 now  n e g a te d  w h a t I've b e e n  say ing  all a long: that o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s  a re  
app licab le  to te x ts  a s  long a s  o n e  u n d e rs to o d  th a t the  te rm s im plied an d  w ere  d e p e n d e n t 
o n  o n e  a n o th e r , lh a t th e re  a r e  only relatively  o p e n  a n d  c lo s e d  s tru c tu re s  w ithin tex ts , 
th a t tex ts  th e m se lv e s  a re  no t o p e n  o r c lo se d ?  P e rh a p s  not if I a rg u e  th a t w hat w a s  cited  
in tex ts  w e re  n o t only o r prim arily  s tru c tu re s  p e r  s e  but f e a tu re s  o r  a s p e c ts .  T h e  
q u e s tio n  th en  sh ifts: do  th e s e  fea tu re s  o r a s p e c ts  so m eh o w  e x c e e d  s tructu re  a s  o b jec t but 
co n s titu te  s tru c tu re  a s  re la tio n ?  But if th e s e  a s p e c ts  an d  fe a tu re s  a re  fo rces , a n d  fo rces 
e x c e e d  all s t r u c tu re -w h e th e r  o b jec t o r re la tio n --th e  q u e s tio n  sh ifts  o n c e  a g a in : ca n  
"force" b e  so m e th in g  w ithout b e ing  a  thing, a  s tru c tu re ?  If fo rce  is th a t w hich e x c e e d s  
s tru c tu re  a n d  a llow s s tru c tu re  to  ex ist a s  s u c h , is fo rce  th en  b u t a n o th e r  n a m e  for
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d e s ire  o r h isto ry?  For ex am p le , d o e s  M arxism  find its im p e tu s -a n d  p e rh a p s  
ep is te m o lo g ic a l o b s ta c le  o r co m p lem en t--in  F re u d ia n ism ? 35 T h e s e  th ings and  m ore 
c o n c e rn  th e  nex t two c h a p te rs . I re tu rn  to E co’s  tex t to p re p a re  th e  g round  for my 
upcom ing re s p o n s e s  to th e s e  is su e s .
Everything I h a v e  re a d  th u s  fa r in T h e  R ole of th e  R e a d e r  c o m e s  from  its introduction. 
I h a v e  a lread y  d raw n  a  link b e tw e en  E co’s  s c ie n c e  of po lysem y an d  N ew  Critical 
form alism . Any d o u b ts  a b o u t th is  link shou ld  b e  p u t to re s t by the  o p en in g  c h a p te r, "The 
P o e tic s  of th e  O p en  W ork":
A work of art, th erefo re , is a  co m p le te  a n d  c lo s e d  form in its u n iq u e n e ss  a s  a  
b a la n c e d  o rg an ic  w hole , w hile a t  th e  s a m e  tim e constitu ting a n  o p e n  p roduct on  
a c c o u n t of its suscep tib ility  to c o u n tle s s  d ifferen t in te rp re ta tio n s  w hich d o  not 
im p inge  on  its u n a d u lte ra b le  specificity .36 
T h is  cou ld  ju st a s  well h a v e  c o m e  from  C lean th  B rooks' T h e  W ell-W rouaht Urn. W hat 
u n ite s  N ew  Criticism  a n d  sem iology is the  u n q u e s tio n e d  authority  a n d  sanctity  of the 
tex t, w hich is w hy th e  role of th e  re a d e r , h o w ev er p roductive  of "c o u n tle ss  different 
in te rp re ta tio n s ,"  re m a in s  su b se rv ie n t to th e  au tho rity  of th e  text. No m a tte r  how 
p o ly se m o u s  th e  p roduction  of in te rp re ta tio n s , th e  horizon  c o n s titu te d  by th e  text a lw ays 
delim its a n d  d e fin e s  w h a t th e  in te rp re te r c a n  sa y . W hat m ak e s  th is p a s s a g e  of particu la r 
in te res t, how ever, is y e t a n o th e r  shift in Eco’s  definition of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s .
N ow  a ll  "w orks of art" a re  c lo se d ; w h a t Is o p e n  is th e  quan tity  of in te rp re ta tio n s  the  a rt 
w ork a u th o rize s . In th a t re sp e c t, th en , th e re  is no su c h  ev en t a s  a  d ia lec tic  of o p e n n e ss  
a n d  c lo s e d n e s s , no th e s is  an d  an tith es is , b e c a u s e  th e s e  te rm s do  not app ly  to the sa m e  
th ing (a  tex t). R a th e r, th ey  apply  to d ifferen t p la n e s  of e x p e rie n c e : o n e  ontological 
(tex ts) a n d  o n e  ep is tem o lo g ica l (in te rp re ta tions), p ro d u c ts  a n d  p r o c e s s e s ,  p re s e n c e s  
a n d  a b s e n c e s .  D esp ite  all a p p e a ra n c e s  of fecundity , th e  re a d e r 's  in te rp re ta tive  p r o c e s s e s  
rem ain  c a u g h t within th e  orbit of th e  "b a lan ced  o rg an ic  w hole" p re s e n c e  of th e  text. Eco 
s a y s  th is in a lm o st th e  s a m e  lan g u a g e :
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In th e  M iddle A g es th e re  g rew  up a  theo ry  of a llegory  which p o s ite d  the  
possib ility  of read in g  th e  S crip tu re s  . . .  no t ju s t in the  literal s e n s e ,  bu t a lso  in 
th re e  o th e r  s e n s e s :  th e  m oral, th e  allegorical, an d  th e  analog ica l. . . .  A work in 
th is s e n s e  is undoubted ly  en d o w ed  with a  m e a s u re  of "o p e n n e ss .” T h e  rea d e r  of 
th e  tex t k n o w s th a t eve ry  s e n te n c e s  a n d  ev e ry  tro p e  is "open" to  a  multiplicity of 
m ea n in g s  w hich h e  m u st hun t for a n d  find. Indeed , acco rd ing  to how  h e  fee ls  a t 
o n e  p a rticu la r m om en t, th e  re a d e r  m ight c h o o s e  a  p o ss ib le  in te rp re ta tiv e  key 
w hich s tr ik es  him a s  ex em p lary  of th is  spiritual s ta te .  H e will u s e  th e  work 
acco rd ing  to  th e  d e s ire d  m ean ing  (cau sin g  it to  c o m e  alive aga in , so m eh o w  
differen t from  th e  w ay h e  v iew ed  it a t  an  ea rlie r  read ing ). H ow ever, in th is type 
of o p e ra tio n , " o p e n n e ss"  is fa r rem o v ed  from  m ean in g  "indefin iteness"  of 
co m m u n ica tio n , "infinite" possib ilities  o f form , a n d  co m p le te  fre e d o m  of 
recep tio n . W hat in fac t is m a d e  av a ilab le  is a  ra n g e  of rigidly p re -e s ta b lish e d  
a n d  o rd a in e d  in te rp re ta tive  so lu tions, a n d  th e s e  n e v e r  allow the  re a d e r  to m ove 
o u ts id e  th e  strict con tro l of th e  au thor.37  
T h e  origin of h e rm en eu tics  s e rv e s  a s  an  ab le  su b je c t a n d  ana logy  for th e  ro les  of the  
r e a d e r  a n d  au th o r. J u s t  a s  the  laym an  is subm issive  to th e  W ord of G od, s o  th e  re a d e r  
p ro s tra te s  h im self b e fo re  th e  o m n ip o ten ce  of th e  w ord  of th e  au thor. T he  re a d e r  d o e s  not 
p ro d u c e  m ean ing  in th e  s e n s e  of c rea tio n . A ccording to  whim o r proclivity, h e  m erely 
r a is e s  m ean ing  from  th e  d e a d n e s s  of print and  cu s to m , tran sfigu red  an d  "som ehow  
d ifferen t from  th e  w ay h e  v iew ed  it a t an  earlie r read ing ."  U nder the  b e s t  of 
c irc u m s ta n c e s , th e  r e a d e r  m ay  in d ee d  b e  a  C hrist-like figure, a  ra ise r of th e  d e a d , but 
like Him, th e  re a d e r  too  c a n n o t sim ply do  a s  h e  p le a s e s . Both throw  a s id e  rece ived  
w isdom  a n d  e m b a rk  on  a  p a rab o lic  jou rney  th a t ta k e s  th em  far afield but n e v e r  beyond  
th e  po w er of G o d  a n d  th e  A uthor. T hey a lw ays return  to th e  flock o r fold.
I le a v e  E co  with h is conclud ing  w o rd s th a t re p ro d u c e  th e  con trad ic tions a n d  p rob lem s 
th a t from  th e  s ta rt b e s e t  h is text:
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W e h a v e , th e re fo re , s e e n  th a t (i) "open" w orks, in so far a s  th ey  a re  in  
m o v e m e n t, a re  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by  th e  invitation to m ake_ the  work to g e th e r  with 
th e  a u th o r  a n d  th a t (ii) on  a  w ider level ( a s  a  m inim al s u b a e n u s  in th e  s p e c ie s  
"w ork in m ovem en t") th e re  e x is ts  w o rk s w h ich ,though  o rgan ically  co m p le te d , 
a re  "open" to  a  co n tin u o u s g e n e ra tio n  of in ternal re la tio n s  which th e  a d d re s s e e  
m u st u n c o v e r a n d  s e le c t  in h is a c t of perceiv ing  th e  vitality o f incom ing stimuli 
(iii). E v e ry  w ork o f a rt, e v e n  though  it is p ro d u c e d  by  following an  explicit or 
implicit p o e tic s  of n e c e ss ity , is effectively  o p e n  to  a  virtually unlim ited ra n g e  of 
p o ss ib le  read in g s , e a c h  of which c a u s e s  th e  work to  a c q u ire  n ew  vitality in term s 
o f o n e  p a rticu la r ta s te ,  o r  p e rsp e c tiv e , o r p e rso n a l p e r f o r m a n c e .33
S u ch  is E c o 's  specu la tion  o n  th e  q uestion  of o p e n n e ss , o p e n n e s s  s in ce  Eco a s so c ia te s  
c lo s e d n e s s  w ith e ith e r  th e  tex t a s  an  o rg an ic  unity o r with th e  in te rp re ta tiv e  lim itations 
im posed  by th e  "im m oderate" tex t. O n th is  view , o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s  a re  relative 
te rm s  with no a b so lu te  re fe re n c e  point e x c e p t th e  "au th o r 's  intention," a s  Eco p u ts  it.
T o sa y , th e n , th a t a  text is "m ore open" th an  w hat th e  au th o r in ten d ed  is a iso  to s a y  it is 
" le ss  c lo sed ,"  w hich is to  s a y  th a t o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s  a re  trivial, im poverished  
te rm s th a t h a v e  a s  m uch  sign ificance  a s  th e  p roverb ial ha lf-em pty  a n d  half-full g la s s  of 
w a te r. W h at is sign ificant is w h e th e r o n e  c a lls  the  g la s s  of w a te r  ha lf-em pty  o r half- 
full. O p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s  a re  thus le s s  form al te rm s in a  d ialectic  th an  a  m atte r of 
e th ico-political ch o ice : th e  will of the  re a d e r . I co n tin u e , how ever, to su b m it th e s e  
te rm s  to  a n a ly s is  to s e e  if th e  rem a in d e r of a  she ll o r  th e  essen tia lity  of a  kernel res is ts  
m y in v es tig a tio n .39
*  *  *
A rec e n t ed ition  of Y ale F rench  S tu d ie s  c o n c e rn s  itself with C o n c e p ts  of C lo su re . In 
h is m eticu lous introduction David Hult bo th  d e fin e s  an d  d is tin g u ish e s  c io su re  from end : 
A s a  sp a tia l descrip tio n , "closure" initially e n c o m p a s s e s  all th e  c o o rd in a te s  
a p p e rta in in g  to c ircu m sc rib ed  territo ry : th e  " e n c lo se d  p lace"  itseif; "tha t which
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enc lo ses"; a n d  "the fact of being en c lo sed ."4**
D e sp ite  th e  m ixture o f nom inal an d  v e rb a l form s th e  term  c a n  a s s u m e , Hult rem in d s us 
th a t  c lo su re  is "E ssen tia lly  a  v e rb a l form ." S pecifically , it d e r iv e s  from  th e  "(Latin 
c l a u s u r a . a  participial form  of th e  ve rb  c la u d e re .  'to sh u t o r c lo se '"  a n d  " s ta n d s  in sta rk  
c o n tra s t  to the  nom inal form  of th e  G erm an ic  w ord 'end '."  But th is definition of "end" 
d o e s  not justify exclud ing  o r reducing  its v e rb a l face t, th e  a c t o f end ing  an d  nam ing  an  
e n d , a  face t th a t p ro b le m a tiz e s  th e  v e rba l/nom ina l d istinction . Still I e n d o rs e  the  
a p p a re n tly  irreducib le  verbality  of c !o su re --a s  bo th  v e rb  a n d  n o u n - a s  d e m a n d in g  a  
fortiori "a line of inquiry which is a t  lea s t a s  a tten tiv e  to o p e n in g s  a s  c losings."
W h e th e r  c lo su re  is c o n c e iv e d  a s  nom inal o r ve rb a l, th e  q u es tio n  of o p e n in g s  a n d  c losings 
in te rm s  of c lo su re  is th e  q u e s tio n  of th e  "d iscourse*-or th e  fram ing of artistic  w orks." 
T h u s  th e  q u estio n  o f c lo su re  "m ust n e c e ssa rily  dwell on th a t w hich form s the  w ork from  
th e  o u ts id e  an d  w hich co n seq u e n tly  e x c lu d e s  itself" W hy shou ld  th a t which "form s the  
w ork  from  th e  o u ts id e  n e c e ssa rily  ex c lu d e  itse lf?  A lthough Hult n e v e r  explicitly 
ju s tifie s  th is a s se r tio n , o n e  p o ss ib le  justification  m ay  b e  re a d  m o re  or le s s  e m b e d d e d  in 
th e  following:
But w hat "c lo su re"  d isc o v e rs  a s  well is th a t the  inner m o v em e n t in th e  direction 
o f unity o r c o m p le te n e s s , tow ard  w hich  an y  literary w ork m u st b e  c o n s id e re d  to 
a sp ire  by v irtue  of its b e ing  a n  a rtis tic  ob jec t, is itself a  p ro v o ca tiv e  form  of 
in c o m p le te n e ss  calling  for a  co m m en ta tiv e  d isc o u rse .42 
T h e  in n er m ovem en t o f th e  tex t tow ard  unity o r c o m p le te n e ss  is sym p tom atic  of its 
inability to ach ieve  c lo su re  a lo n e . T he  text n e e d s  the  re a d e r  to c lo se  its e x p o se d  o r open  
s id e  (to the  read er)  with a  com m en tary . T he tex t o p e n s  up to th a t w hich c lo se s  it by 
exc lud ing  itself; th e  c o m m en ta ry  bo th  c o m p le te s  o r c lo s e s  th e  tex t a n d  verifies its 
inability to  a lo n e  c lo s e .
F or all its su p e r io r  so p h is tica tio n  a n d  c larity , H ult's fo rm ula tion  re ta in s  th e  spirit 
of E c o 's  project. F o r E co , the  text is a lre ad y  a  c lo se d  "b alan ced  o rgan ic  whole" tha t
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n o n e th e le s s  a u th o r iz e s  a  p le th o ra  o f read in g s. For Hult, th e  tex t is n e v e r  c lo se d  prior to 
th e  c o m m e n ta ry  which a rr iv es  to  c lo s e  it by exc lud ing  itself. H ult's  form ulation of 
c o m m e n ta ry  exclud ing  itself by  v irtue of b e ing  c o m m e n ta ry  is su sp ic io u sly  c lo se  to 
H e id e g g e r 's  no tion  of be ing  m aking  its p re s e n c e  a n d  a b s e n c e  felt by w ithdraw ing from  th e  
w orld .43 C om m en ta ry  allow s th e  "inner m ovem ent" of th e  tex t to c o m e  to a  s to p , to a n  
e n d , u n d e r  th e  au tho rity  of in te rp re ta tion . W hat u n ite s  Eco a n d  Huit is p rec ise ly  th e  
notion of a  b o rd er  b e tw een  tex t a n d  com m en tary . It is th e  q u e s tio n  a n d  possibility of the 
fram e a n d  fram ing th a t is of c o n c e rn  h e re . Both E co  an d  Hult a s s u m e  the  possib ility  of 
th e  fram e. For them  the  d iffe rence  b e tw een  tex t a n d  co m m en tary  is a  g iven. H ow ever 
p ro b lem atized  th e  q u es tio n  o f o p e n n e s s  an d  c lo su re , th is  d istinction  of th e  fram e rem a in s  
in p lace , s e c u re  a n d  und istu rbed . If in Eco th e  tex t is a lready  a  p re se n tin g  of w h a t is in 
fac t a lre ad y  p re s e n t, in Hult th e  tex t is a  p ro c e s s  on  its w ay to th e  p re s e n c e  of 
com p le tion . W h at is n o t th o ugh t is th a t the  tex t "in its m ovem en t"  (Eco) o r in its "inner 
m ovem en t"  (Hult) p e rh a p s  m o v es  u n d e r no te leo logy . P e rh a p s  th e  tex t h a s  no re a s o n  for 
b eco m in g  o th e r  th a n  b e c o m in g -m o v e m e n t "itself."
But e v e n  th a t  form ulation su b m its  to  E co 's  a n d  H ult's m ystification , for th e  tex t in 
fact n e v e r  m o v es . At le a s t no t E c o 's  a n d  Hult's tex t: the  w ords on th e  p a g e . P e rh a p s  the  
"other" " te x t" - th e  s e r ie s  of h y p o th e s e s  a n d  e v a lu a tio n s  in th e  b ra in  of th e  re a d e r-- is  
th e  tex t th a t m o v es . T his "text" b e lo n g s  to W olfgang Ise r 's  re a d e r  in his read er- 
r e s p o n s e  th eo ry .
O p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo se d n e ss , o p e n n e s s  an d  c losu re : the  "and" h e re  p re su m e s  the 
e q u iv a len ce  a n d  coord ination  of bo th  term s. C lo su re  w ould h av e  nothing to c lo se  an d  
c lo s e d n e s s  w ould  not be  p o ss ib le  w ithout the  e v e r-p re se n t th rea t of o p e n n e s s . N ev er o n e  
w ithout th e  o th e r , though  o n e  is a lw ay s  u n d er th e  ru le of th e  o th e r. O p e n n e s s  is 
traditionally  c o n c e iv e d  only u n d e r th e  concom itan t n e c e ss ity  th a t it c a n  b e  an d  will b e  
c lo se d  by th e  au tonom y  of th e  tex t (E co 's  c lo se d n e ss )  or the  historical con tingency  of the 
r e a d e r  (H u lt's  c lo su re ) .
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In h is s tu d y  Y e a ts . Eliot. P o u n d  an d  th e  Politics of P oetry . C a irn s  C raig  c o n te m p la te s  
o u r d e s ire  for com pletion  a n d  c lo su re  ev en  w hen  w e  rea lize  th a t a b so lu te  c losings a re  
im p o ss ib le :
And th e  d e s ire  for a  s ing le  p a tte rn  h a s  b e e n  equally  ev id en t in th e  c a s e  of Eliot's 
ow n w ork: th e re  w ould no t h av e  b e e n  th e  s a m e  ex c item en t o v e r  th e  m an u scrip ts  
of T h e  W a ste  Land h a d  th e re  not b e e n  e x p ec ta tio n s  th a t a t  la s t  th e  "m issing links” 
w ould a p p e a r  an d  th e  p o e m  w ould b e  re tu rn ed  to a  p ro p er  univocal m ean ing . 
F a c e d  by  th e  o p en  p o em  w e  s e e k  an  in g re ss  to th e  au th o r 's  p sy c h e , his read ing , or 
h is p e rs o n a l life, o r  h is u n c o n sc io u s , in o rd e r  to  know  th a t w e  a re  providing the  
p o em  w ith its a p p ro p ria te  links.44 
T h e  effec t o f E liot's poem  on  critics u n d e rm in es  both  th e  m odern ist ideal of the  o rg an ic  
ep ica l work of a r t  a n d  any  d istinction  b e tw een  m odern ism  a n d  p o s tm o d ern ism  on  the  
b a s is  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s . T he m odern ists  m ay  hav e  d e s ire d  c lo su re  a s  m uch a s  
th e  p o s tm o d e rn is ts  d es ired  o p e n n e s s , bu t a s  I n o ted  above , c lo su re  a n d  o p e n n e ss  a re  
read in g  c h o ic e s  re g a rd le ss  of how  com ple ted  o r frag m en ted  a  tex t a p p e a rs .
H ere is C ra ig  again :
T h e  o p e n  p oem  is tu rn e d  to w ard s  u s  for its com pletion , to  o u r  m em ories , for its 
fulfillment. It c a n  n e v e r  h a v e  th e  kind of c o h e re n c e  of s tru c tu re  w e ex p ec t of 
o th e r  fo rm s of poetry , b e c a u s e  its real totality is c o m p o se d  not on  the  p a g e , bu t 
in th e  fusing  of w hat th e  p o e t offers with th e  m ultitudinous su g g e s tio n s  it 
g e n e ra te s  within u s .45 
A s In Eco a n d  Hult, s o  in C raig th e  re a d e r  c lo s e s  off th e  o p en  p o e m . B ut w hat if th e  o p e n  
po em  is tu rn e d  e lse w h e re ?  If th e  o p e n  p oem  tu rn s  tow ard itseif, for ex am p le , is it still 
p o ss ib le  to s p e a k  of its "real totality?" How c a n  w h a t g o e s  on indefinitely b ey o n d  th e  
tex t b e  e n c lo se d  within th e  c o n c e p t of totality? D o e s  not infinity e x c e e d  totality? If th e  
poem  is no t its ow n o pen ing  a n d  th e  re a d e r  is no t its own c losing , th u s  perm itting an 
interm inable d ia lo g u e  o r polylogue of q u es tio n s  a n d  a n sw e rs  both  b e tw e e n  an d  beyond
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tex t a n d  re a d e r , if all of th is is n o t only in e s c a p a b le  but in p lay  ev e ry  tim e th e  re a d e r  
re a d s , th en  the  p o em  is not only  o p e n -e n d e d  b e c a u s e  it te n d s  tow ard  no  o n e  for its 
com pletion , b u t it is a lso  o p en -b eg in n in g  b e c a u s e  it is no  longer p o ss ib le  to  sa y  exactly  
w h ere  a  p o em  b e g in s  o r from w hom  it d e riv es . C ertain ly  th ere  is a n  "opening" line an d  a  
specified  a u th o r. But think of T h e  W aste  L an d : isn 't P o u n d  a s  m uch  its au th o r a s  Eliot? 
For ex am p le , a re n 't  th e  literary ex e cu to rs  of P o e  a n d  T h o m as W olfe a s  m uch au th o rs  a s  
th o se  w e d e e m  a u th o rs ?  And following Harold B loom , w hat a b o u t o th e r  w riters, the  
literary  trad ition , A m erican  a n d  W este rn  a n d  E a s te rn  c u ltu re s?
If I no  lo n g e r  privilege the  a u th o r  o r th e  tex t o r  th e  r e a d e r  b u t c ircu la te  them  within 
th e  orbit of my an a ly s is , it is b e c a u s e  I wish to  c o n c e iv e  of o p e n n e s s  no longer u n d er the 
teleology of a n  e n d .46
But is it p o ss ib le  to e s c a p e  th e  b o n d ag e  of a u th o r to text, tex t to re a d e r , re a d e r  to 
au th o r, th e  se lfh o o d  of tex t-re a d e r-au th o r?  "T hus th e  p o e t h a s  to c lo s e  th e  theo re tica l 
o p e n n e s s  of h istory  (the  p a s t)  in o rd e r  to im p o se  him self u p o n  h isto ry  (the future).
A nd th e  c lo su re  of th e  p a s t  into a  sing le myth is a lso  the  c lo su re  of m em ory."4? C raig  
e c h o e s  N ie tz sc h e 's  "active fo rge tfu lness"  a n d  B a r th e s ' notion of writing a s  forgetting .48 
To s le e p , to d re a m , to  rem ain  silen t, is to re m e m b e r  history. To w a k e  from that 
n igh tm are  req u ire s  the  sp e ak in g  of a  c o n s c io u s n e ss  u n happy  b e c a u s e  it know s th a t it 
s p e a k s  to  c lo se  th e  p a s t only o n  th e  condition th a t c lo su re  tak e  th e  form  of "a sing le 
m yth." It is th e  illusion of a  c lo su re  belied  by  th e  historicity of th e  u n h ap p y  
c o n s c io u s n e ss :  it c a n  n e v e r a tta in  the  tim eless  s ta te  of m yth.
O nce  a g a in  w e  w itn ess  th e  poverty  of the c o n c e p t of c lo su re . G eoffrey  H artm an, for
exam ple , a s s o c ia te s  th e  e m p tin e s s  of the  c o n c ep t of c lo su re  with " the  im po tence  of
a e s th e tic  theo ry ."  T h is  insigh t is p re c ise . But e v e n  if c lo su re  re m a in s  "a relatively
b lo o d le ss  notion," it a lso  rem a in s  true  th a t the  c o n c e p t of c lo su re  is sym p tom atic  of
d e e p e r  a n d  m o re  perp lex ing  p ro b lem s of form .48
* * *
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B a rb a ra  H errn ste in -S m ith 's  P o e tic  C lo su re : A S tudy  of How P o e m s  End con fla tes  the  
nom inal a n d  v e rb a l s e n s e s  of c lo su re  in Hult's e s s a y  a s  well a s  Hult’s  d istinctions 
b e tw e e n  c lo su re  a n d  end . S in ce  H errn ste in -S m ith 's  s tu d y  p re c e d e s  H ult's by so m e 
fifteen y e a rs , it is tem pting  to  re a d  H ult's w ork a s  a  critical clarification of the  
c lo su re /e n d  d iffe re n c es  H errn ste in -S m ith  c o n fu se s . B ut d e sp ite  th e  fac t th a t h e r book 's  
title s u g g e s ts  a  conflation of c lo su re  a n d  e n d , the  a n a ly s e s  th e m se lv e s  imply a  d ifference 
be tw een  th e  two c o n c e p ts .
*  *  *
T he o rg an iza tio n  of the  c h a p te rs  th a t follow w a s  d ic ta ted  by th e  b a s ic  proposition  
th a t  c lo s u r e - th e  s e n s e  of finality, stability  a n d  in ie g r ity - is  a n  effec t tha t 
d e p e n d s  prim arily upon th e  re a d e r 's  e x p e rie n c e  o f th e  s tru c tu re  of th e  en tire
poem.so
T his s ta te m e n t  from  h e r  in troduction  is se lf-p ro tec tive  in so far a s  th e  "w as d icta ted"  
in d ic a te s  a  w orking h y p o th es is ; no  c la im s  a b o u t its e v e n tu a l validity o r  invalidity a re  
p ro p o se d . F o r H errn ste in -S m ith , "validity a n d  invalidity," a s  te rm s  re la te d  to strictly 
logical fo rm s (p ropositions), c a n  only b e  u s e d  to d e sc r ib e  h e r  a rg u m e n t a fte r  the  re a d e r  
h a s  re a d  h e r  en tire  tex t. A s I e x am in e  a n d  criticize c o n c lu s io n s  re a c h e d  within c h a p te rs  
w e  will s e e  th a t s o m e  of o u r o b se rv a tio n s  will have  b e e n  re a c h e d  by H errnste in-Sm ith  
in la te r  c h a p te rs .  W hat will b e  of sign ificance  an d  in te re s t for m e a re  th o s e  criticism s 
a n d  o b s e rv a tio n s  I m ak e  th a t a re  not neu tra lized  by H errn ste in -S m ith 's  recognition  of 
the  sa m e .
In te rm s  o f m y im m ed ia te  c o n c e rn , H errn s te in -S m ith 's  definition of c lo su re  
implicitly d is tin g u ish e s  c lo su re  a n d  e n d  in con trad istinc tion  to th e  title of h e r  study . 
H ere, c lo su re  d o e s  not co n cern  how  p o e m s  e n d  but how  p o e m s  a re  ex p e rien c e d  by the 
re a d e r  a s  c lo s e d . T h is  d istin c tio n -im p lic it h e r e - b e c o m e s  explicit to th e  ex ten t th a t 
H errn ste in -S m ith  g o e s  on  to d istingu ish  c lo su re  a s  a  function of a rt e v e n ts  o r s tru c tu re s  
an d  e n d  a s  a  function of non-art e v e n ts  o r s tru c tu res . W hat s h e  le a v e s  u n q u es tio n ed  a re
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th e  possib ilities of c lo su re  an d  e n d  a s  sy n o n y m o u s o r  s e p a ra te  c h a rc te r is tic s  of e ither 
a r t  of non -art e v e n ts . T h u s
T he  ringing of a  te le p h o n e , the  blowing o f th e  wind, th e  babb ling  of an  infant in 
its crib: th e s e  s top . A p o em  o r a  p iece  of m usic  co n c lu d es . W e ten d  to sp e a k  of 
c o n c lu s io n s  w hen  a  s e q u e n c e  of e v e n ts  h a s  a  relatively high d e g re e  of s truc tu re , 
w hen , in o th e r  w ords, w e  c a n  perce ive  th e s e  e v e n ts  a s  re la te d  to o n e  an o th er by 
so m e  princip le of o rgan iza tion  or d e s ig n  th a t  im plies the  e x is te n c e  of a  definite 
te rm ina tion  po in t. U nder th e s e  c irc u m s ta n c e s , th e  o c c u rre n c e  of th e  term inal 
e v e n t is a  confirm ation of ex p ec ta tio n s  th a t h a v e  b e e n  e s ta b lish e d  by the 
s tru c tu re  of th e  s e q u e n c e , a n d  is usually  distinctly gratifying. T h e  s e n s e  of 
s ta b le  c o n c lu s io n s , finality, or "clinch" w hich  w e e x p e r ie n c e  a t  th a t point is 
w h a t is re fe rred  to h e re  a s  c lo su re .5 "*
All th e s e  e x a m p le s , bo th  a rt a n d  non-art, requ ire  d isce rn ib le  b e g in n in g s , though  
b e g in n in g s  a re  m ere ly  n e c e s s a r y - n o t  sufficient--to  e s ta b lish  an  e v e n t a s  an  even t.
T h e y  a lso  req u ire  d isce rn ib le  en d in g s , which a re  fo re c a s t by c lu e s , h in ts , tell-tale  s ig n s . 
Any ev en t is a  fram e  o r form . Insofar a s  they  beg in  a n d  en d , they  a re  o rg an ized  an d  
d e s ig n e d . T hus, p h o n e s  ringing, wind blowing, in fan ts  babbling , do  exhibit c lo su re .
O n ce  they  beg in  w e  know  they  will end , an d  in the  c a s e  of wind an d  in fan ts  "clues" a re  
p rov ided  by c re s c e n d o s  an d  d im inuendos. T h a t o u r  u s e  of the  term inology of m usic, an  
a rt, is a p p licab le  to  a  "natural" a n d  n on -art e v e n t b lu rs  th e  d iffe re n c e  H errnste in - 
Sm ith  w a n ts  to m ain tain  b e tw e en  a rt an d  non-art in te rm s of c lo su re . And w e shall s e e  
th a t th e  p h o n e  ringing is a n  a p t m etap h o r for th e  p o s tm o d e rn  p o e try  H errnste in -S m ith  
n o te s  a s  p rob lem atiz ing  c lo su re . T he  ringing of th e  phone-*here , an  e x a m p le  of non-art- 
-will b e c o m e  th e  sym bol of p o s tm o d e rn  a rt in th e  la s t c h a p te rs  of h e r  s tudy .
W hat H errnste in -S m ith  w a n ts  to sa y  in the  a b o v e  p a s s a g e - a n d  will s a y  la te r an d  
e x p lic itly -is  th a t c lo su re  e n ta ils  th e  re a d e r 's  an tic ipa tion  of e n d in g s . B ut th is 
clarification still will no t suffice to d raw  a  line th a t p la c e s  c lo su re  on  th e  s id e  of art
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e v e n ts  a n d  e n d  on  th e  s id e  of n o n -a rt e v e n ts . A s H errnste in -S m ith  h e rse lf  will 
a c k n o w led g e , it is no t n e c e s s a ry  th a t th e  wind actually  s to p  blow ing, th a t rain actually  
s to p  falling. C lo su re  is p sy ch o lo g ica l, an ticipatory--it is w h a t th e  r e a d e r  e x p e c ts  to 
h a p p e n . A nd w e all know  of p o e m s  th a t w e have  h e a rd  o r rea d  th a t w e  e x p e c te d  to e n d -  
d u e  to  p re c ise ly  th e  c lo su ra l e ffe c ts  th a t  H errn ste in -S m ith  will d e lin e a te  th ro u g h o u t 
h e r  s tu d y - b u t  in fac t c o n tin u ed  o n  to so m e tim e s  "arbitrary" c o n c lu s io n s . T h u s, to  sa y  
th a t n o n -a rt e v e n ts  "stop" a n d  a rt e v e n ts  "conclude" is to  d e n y  ca tego rica lly  a n d  w ithout 
su p p o rt th a t n o n -art e v e n ts  c a n  "conclude" an d  a rt e v e n ts  c a n  "stop."
P e rh a p s  b e c a u s e  s h e  too re c o g n iz e s  th e  poverty  of th is  line of a rg u m e n t, H errnstein- 
Sm ith  s a y s  a lm o st im m ediately  a fte rw a rd s  th a t "C losure  n e e d  not, how ever, b e  
tem p o ra l; th a t is, it is n o t a lw ays a  m a tte r  of en d in g s ."52 if c lo su re  is a  p sycho log ica l 
p h e n o m e n o n , if it is th e  e x p e rien c in g  o f a n  "entire p o em ,"  a n  en tire  form , it is c le a r  
th en  th a t c lo su re  is w hat g o e s  o n  (or is e x p e rien ced  a s  go ing  on) within 
b e g in n in g /e n d in g s , within fo rm s, in e ffec t, c lo su re  c a n  g o  on  indefinitely within a  form 
or s tru c tu re , which is w hy a  s tru c tu re  o r form that " a p p e a rs  c lo sed "  is e x p e rie n c e d  a s  
c lo se d  b e c a u s e  "it is e x p e rien c e d  a s  in tegral: c o h e ren t, co m p le te  a n d  s ta b le ." ^  T h ese  
a re  o th e r  n a m e s  o f certa in ty  a n d  p re s e n c e .  C lo su re , c o h e re n c y , p re s e n c e , certa in ty , 
.in tegrity , com pletion , a n d  stability n a m e  th e  sa m e  e x p e r ie n c e  of th e  re a d e r , an  
e x p e rie n c e  which is u n d e rs to o d  a s  a n  "entirety," a  G esta it, e a c h  tim e th e  re a d e r  c h o o s e s  
to re a d  a n d  re -read .
C learly  an d  quickly w e find o u rse lv e s  in th e  m idst o f w h a t is reco g n izab ly  rea d e r-  
r e s p o n s e  th eo riz in g :
It w ould  s e e m  th a t in th e  co m m o n  land  of ord inary  e v e n ts - w h e re  m any  
e x p e r ie n c e s  a re  frag m en ta ry , in te rrup ted , fo rtu itously  c o n n e c te d , an d  
d e te rm in e d  by c a u s e s  b ey o n d  o u r  a g e n c y  o r co m p reh en sio n --w e  c re a te  or s e e k  
o u t 'e n c lo s u re s ’: s tru c tu re s  th a t  a re  highly o rg a n iz e d , s e p a ra te d  a s  if by an 
im plicit f ram e  from a  b ac k g ro u n d  of re la tive  d iso rd e r  o r ra n d o m n e s s , an d
in teg ral and  c o m p le te .54 
Is d e s ire  itse lf m etap h y sica l to  th e  ex te n t it s e e k s  out e n c lo su re s , p re s e n c e s , 
c e rta in tie s , w h o le s?  O r is th e re  a n o th e r  d e s ire , a  d e s ire  for o p e n n e s s , a b s e n c e s ,  
f ra g m en ts , a  d es ire  p ro m iscu o u s  a n d  a d v e n tu re so m e , a  d e s ire  of indiscrim ination 
w ithout th e  psychological im p e tu s  of a  su b c o n sc io u s  s e a rc h  for th e  g re a te s t  E nc losu re , 
C erta in ty , P re se n c e , W h o le?  Is there , in sh o rt, a  d e s ire  w ithout theo logy  a n d  teleo logy , 
a  d iffe ren ce  b e tw een  a  d es ire -fo r-so m e th in g  a n d  a  d e s ire -fo r-so m e -th in g s?  O r d o e s  
th e  " f o r  itse lf n am e  te leo lo g y  a n d  th eo lo g y ?  If b e g in n in g s /en d in g s, p re s e n c e s /a b s e n c e s -  
-tha t Is, form  a s  both  sp a tia l  an d  te m p o ra l-a r e  requ ired  for c lo su re  a n d  e n c lo su re , w e 
c a n  p e rh a p s  d isc u ss  o r co n c e iv e  of a  lan g u a g e  only a t arb itrary  m om ents. L an g u ag e  then  
w ould rem ain  u n b o u n d ed  o r "open." If, for e x am p le , th e  w o rd s  or syn tax  of a  tex t a re  
flag ran tly  u n g ram m atica l a n d  o b s c u re - s u g g e s t in g  th a t it is u n g ra m m a tic a lly  w hich 
im p o se s  c lo su re  on la n g u a g e - th e n  th e  m o re  g ram m atica l a  p o em  is the  m ore  o p e n  it is 
(a t le a s t  a t  th e  lexical level). T h is level d irectly  a ffec ts  th e  th em a tic  level: th e  m ore  
u n g ram m atica l the  lexical level th e  m ore u n ce rta in  the  th e m a tic  lev e l.55 Both ten d  to 
drift a w ay  from  w hat w e  te n d  to reg a rd  a s  th e  c e n te r:  g ram m aticatity . T h u s  all th e  
e le m e n ts  H errn ste in -S m ith  will term  " th em atic  fea tu re s"  of c lo su re  a re  s u b je c t to 
uncerta in ty  w hen  the  lexical leve ls  a re  u n g ram m atica l. A p o e m  th u s  c h a ra c te r iz e d  m ay 
b e  s a id  to  b e  "open" a t  bo th  th e  form al (lexical) a n d  th em a tic  levels. It is th u s  p o ss ib le  
for p o e m s  to be  open  a t  o n e  level a n d  c lo se d  a t  a n o th e r  o r o p e n  a t both leve ls  or c lo sed  at 
both  lev e ls .
D esp ite  h e r  implicit recogn ition  of th e  re a d e r - re s p o n s e  i s s u e s  ra ise d  by h e r notion 
of c lo s u re , H errn ste in -S m ith  c o n c e rn s  h e rse lf, for th e  m o s t p a rt, with th o s e  tex tual 
fe a tu re s  th a t o rien t r e a d e r  re s p o n s e . P e rh a p s  it is he r fe tish ization  of th e  tex t tha t 
lu res  h e r  o n to  d a n g e ro u s  g ro u n d : a  ten d en cy  to  proffer a  d istinction  b e tw e e n  fictive an d  
non-fictive d isc o u rse . T his division s e rv e s  a s  a  w ay  of s e p a ra tin g  the  indeterm ination  
s u g g e s te d  by re a d e r - re s p o n s e  theory  from  w h a t H errn ste in -S m ith  b e lie v e s  is the
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c o m p a ra tiv e  regu larity  a n d  d e te rm in a tio n  of th e  tex t. T his regu larity  an d  d e te rm in a tio n  
is a c h ie v e d  by lifting fictive d isc o u rs e  a b o v e  th e  c u rre n ts  of h istory :
Every  u tte ra n c e , in o th e r  w o rd s, o c c u rs  within a  sp ec ific  co n tex t of 
c irc u m sta n c e s  a n d  m otives. W hen  a  p o em  o c c u rs , h o w ev er, it is u n m o o red  form 
su c h  a  con tex t, iso la ted  from th e  c irc u m stan c e s  a n d  m o tiv es  th a t m ight h a v e  
o c c a s io n e d  it.56
T his distinction b e tw e en  th e  o rd inary  "u tte rance"  a n d  th e  "poem " d e p e n d s  on  the  
p re s e n c e  of th e  o n e  w ho lis tens, h e a rs  an d  s p e a k s . T he  a b s e n c e  of th e  au tho r le a d s  
H errnste in -S m ith  to posit th e  a b s e n c e  of c irc u m stan c e  a n d  m otive a s  far a s  th e  re a d e r  
k n o w s . But sim ply b e c a u s e  an  "u tte ran ce ' o c c u rs  "within a  sp ec ific  co n tex t of 
c irc u m s ta n c e s  a n d  m otives" th is  d o e s  no t m ea n  th e  p re s e n t lis tener know s w h a t th e se  
a re . A nd th e  a b s e n c e  of th e  a u th o r - th e  a b s e n c e  of c irc u m stan c e  a n d  m o tiv e -d o e s  not 
p rec lu d e  th e  possib ility  of th e  re a d e r  de term in ing  by o th e r  m e a n s  th e  c irc u m s ta n c e s  an d  
m otives tha t o c c as io n ed  th e  p o em .
For e x a m p le , w h en  w e  re a d  a  so -ca lled  non-fictive text (n e w sp a p e r , h istory  book, 
s c ie n c e  tex t, e tc .)  a re  we "aw are" of th e  "m otives th a t m ight h a v e  o c c as io n ed  it?" No.
Not u n le s s  w e  believe  w h a t w e re a d  by co m p ariso n  with o th e r tex ts , which w e  m ust 
b e liev e  a  priori, an d  s o  o n . W e n e v e r  know  for ce rta in  w h e th e r  o r no t an  u tte ra n c e  or 
p o e m  is  fictive o r non-fictive. H errnste in -S m ith  b e lie v e s  th a t a  p o e m  sh o u ld  b e  
"u n m o o red  from  su c h  a  contex t" b e c a u s e  w e reg a rd  it a s  fictive d isc o u rse . T he  fictive/ 
non-fic tive  d istinction  is fu rth e r e n h a n c e d  by th e  a sso c ia tio n  of fictive u t te ra n c e s  with 
possib ility  a n d  non-fictive u t te ra n c e s  with n e c e s s ity :
E ven  w hen  the  p o em  is o c c a s io n e d  by the  p o e t's  ac tual e x p e rien c e s  a n d  is m ost 
nea rly  a  tran sc rip tion  o f his individual "voice," a  rem ark , a s  a  poem , is only  a  
p o s s ib le  u tte ran c e , w h a t th e  p o e t m ight say . A lthough th e  revelation  a n d  
articu lation  of th a t possibility  m ay b e  o n e  s o u rc e  of th e  p o e t 's  m o st com pelling 
claim  on  ou r in te re s ts  a n d  em o tio n s, n e v e rth e le ss  th e  claim  is not the  s a m e  a s
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th a t m ad e  upon  u s  by o n e  w ho a d d re s s e s  u s  directly , his d isc o u rse  directly sh a p e d  
by th e  p r e s s u r e s  of an  im m edia te  o r  "historical" o c c as io n . Both th e  p o e t, in 
com posing  th e  p o em , a n d  w e, in resp o n d in g  to it, a re  a w a re  of th e  distinction, an d  
it con tro ls  bo th  th e  form of h is  d isc o u rs e  a n d  th e  n a tu re  of o u r  r e s p o n s e .57 
F o r H errn ste in -S m ith  th e  p o em  m im ics bo th  its possib ility  a n d  its rea liza tion : 
L an g u ag e , in p o e try , is u se d  m im etically . It is u s e d , m o reo v e r, in a  
c h a ra c te r is t ic  m im etic m a n n e r  to  s u g g e s t  a s  vividly a s  p o ss ib le  (or n e c e s sa ry )  
th a t very  h istorical co n tex t w hich it d o e s  not, in fact p o s s e s s . . T h a t is, th e  poem  
re p re s e n ts  n o t m ere ly  th e  w o rd s of an  u tte ran c e , b u t a  to tal a c t of s p e e c h  55 
H errn ste in -S m ith  a tte m p ts  to  k e e p  a p a r t  p o e try  a n d  n o n -p o e try , fictive a n d  non- 
fictive d isc o u rse , by ap p ea lin g  a lso  to th e  c o n v en tio n s  of m eter. But w h a t s h e  d o e s  not 
m a k e  explicit is th a t m e te r  "fram es" p o e try  a n d  d is s o c ia te s  it from  m e re  u tte ra n c e  only 
b e c a u s e  of ou r tradition th a t a s s o c ia te s  m e te r  with poetry . At th e  s a m e  tim e, s h e  
c o n c e d e s  historicity for th e  d e te rm in a tio n  of w h a t c o n s titu te s  poe try  in a  sec tio n  en titled  
"S ty le an d  C onven tion" w h e re  "our e x p e c ta tio n s  reg ard in g  any  p a rticu la r p o em  will b e  a t 
le a s t  p artly  d e te rm in e d  by o u r  p rev io u s  e x p e rie n c e  with p o e try -p o e try  in g e n e ra l, 
po e try  of th a t p e rio d  o r  s ty le , a n d  th e  poe try  of th a t writer."59 Y et h istory  is nearly  
je t tiso n e d  w h en  H errn ste in -S m ith  a rg u e s  th a t "w hat m a k e s  p o e m s  m o re  like o th e r 
p o e m s  th an  like o th e r  fo rm s of d isc o u rse  a re  th o se  c h a ra c te r is tic s  w hich we call poetic  
c o n v e n tio n s . T h e s e  c h a ra c te r is tic s  a re , h o w ev er, u ltim ately  d e riv ed  from  th e  form al 
a n d  th em a tic  e le m e n ts  of d iscu rsive  lan g u ag e . . .  ."60 E lem en ts  w hich, I add , a re  
g ro u n d e d  in h istory .
If H errnste in -S m ith  a p p e a r s  to su b o rd in a te  o r d ism iss  th e  s ig n ifican ce  of th o se  
d e te rm in a n ts  o f p o e tic  c o n v en tio n s  th a t a re  in esc a p ab ly  b o u n d  to social a n d  cultural life, 
s h e  n e v e r  s tra y s  far from  h e r  original notion of w hat c lo su re  u ltim ately m e a n s :
"C losu re  o c c u rs  w hen  th e  concluding portion of a  p oem  c re a te s  in th e  re a d e r  a  s e n s e  of 
a p p ro p r ia te  c e s s a tio n ." 6 i  T h is form ulation  su p p o rts  H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's  o p en in g
definition of c lo su re  a s  th e  re a d e r 's  e x p e rien c e  o f th e  s tru c tu re  of the  en tire  p o em . The 
notion tha t c lo su re  o c c u rs  a t  the  e n d  rem ain s  d e p e n d e n t upon th e  w hole ex p e rien c e  of the 
w hole  s tru c tu re , itself d e te rm in ed  by co n v en tio n s . A s I n o ted  a b o v e , c lo su re  is first an d  
fo re m o st a  p sy ch o lo g ica l e x p e rie n c e  d e te rm in e d  by in te rtex tua l a n d  in tra tex tual 
c o n v e n tio n s  a n d  e x p e c ta tio n s . For H errn ste in -S m ith , th e  fulfillm ent of c lo su re  is 
d e p e n d e n t on  bo th  form al e le m e n ts  in th e  tex t an d  the  re a d e r 's  expecta tion  w hich a re  
d e te rm in e d  by tra in ing . O n e  m u st b e  tra in ed  (form ally o r inform ally, acad em ica lly  an d  
by w ay  of socialization) to e x p e rien ce  c lo su re . C lo su re  is lea rn ed . S in c e  c lo su re  is 
d e p e n d e n t upon  ex p e rien c e , th en  all the  v a rio u s  m ed ia  g e a re d  tow ard  an  a u d ie n c e  largely 
tra in ed  in public  institu tions te a c h e s  u s  to  not only ex p e c t it b u t to a lso  d e s ire  c lo su re . 
A s m uch  a s  H errnste in -S m ith  w ish e s  to va lo rize  th e  a b so lu te  au tonom y o f th e  poetic 
tex t, h e r  a c u m e n  for p rec ision  fo rces  h e r  to tak e  into ac co u n t all th e  a b o v e  fac to rs, 
in flu en ces  a n d  d e te rm in a tio n s , a n d  c o n c lu d e  th a t poetry  read in g , a t  lea s t, is historical. 
W h at s h e  le a v e s  a s id e - in  sa fe k e e p in g  a s  it w ere--is  th e  poe try  tex t a s  a lw ays 
h istorical: h isto ric ized  a n d  historicizing: "E ach  read ing  is, in a  s e n s e ,  a  new  an d  unique 
e x p e rien c e , th e  quality  of which co n tin u es  to d e p e n d  a s  m uch upon th e  rela tion  of the 
p o e m 's  s tru c tu re  to  all o u r  e x p e rie n c e s  a s  upon o u r  p rev io u s  e x p e rie n c e  with th a t poem  
o r o th e rs  like it in form."62 T he  a b so lu te  au tonom y of th e  p o e tic  tex t ca n  be  m ain tained  
a s  long a s  o n e  n e v e r  c o n s id e rs  p ro b lem s of tran sla tio n , transcrip tion , tex tu a l e rro rs, 
th e  c o n tex t of th e  p o e m ’s  p roduction , e tc . H e rrn ste in -S m ith 's  fetishizing of th e  text is 
pe rfec tly  c o n s is te n t  with th e  N ew  Critical trad ition  in w hich  s h e  w rites .
B e c a u s e  H errn s te in -S m ith  c o n s id e rs  m e te r - a m o n g  o th e r  p o e tic  d e v ic e s -e s s e n t ia l  
to  th e  d e m a rca tio n  o f poe try  from n on -poetry , he r d isc u ss io n  of free  v e rs e  an d  
p o s tm o d e rn  poe try  in g e n e ra l b e tra y s  h e r  uncerta in ty  a n d  h e s ita tio n s  a n d  fo rces  
rev is io n s  of c re d o s  u phe ld  in th e  first half of h e r  s tudy . For th e  su b v ers io n  of 
m etricality  th re a te n s  n o t only th e  possibility  of c lo su re  b u t a lso  th e  b o u n d a rie s  b e tw een  
th e  p o e tic  a n d  non -p o e tic . H errnste in -Sm ith  is a w a re  of th e  th re a t to c lo su re  but s e e m s
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obliv ious to th e  th re a t to poe try :
My point h e re  h a s  b e e n  th a t insofar a s  th e  form al s tru c tu re  of free  v e rs e  is 
c o m p a ra b le  to  tha t of m etrical poetry  th e  c lo su ra l re s o u rc e s  of form  m ay  b e  
effectively exploited  by free  v e rse  p o e ts . A s o n e  m oves from m ore  to le s s  
d e te rm in e d  form s, h o w ev er, c losu ra l e ffe c ts  b e c o m e  increasing ly  d e p e n d e n t  upon  
th e m a tic  s tru c tu re  a n d  sp e c ia l n o n stru c tu ra l d e v ic e s . . . . W hile o u r 
e x p e c ta tio n s , in a  free  v e rs e  poem , a re  con tro lled  by probab ilities an d  confined  
by limits of o c c u re n c e  o f form al e le m e n ts  with the  s a m e  d e g re e  o f co n fid en ce  a s  
in fixed form s. C o n se q u e n tly , the  c lo su ra l e ffec ts  th a t c a n  a r is e  from 
m odification of form al s tru c tu re s  do  in d e e d  rem ain  m inim al in free  v e rs e  66 
W hat if, how ever, w e  co m e face -to -fa c e  with a  poe try  th a t no t only  c o n ta in s  a  minimum  
o f p red ic tab le  form al e le m en ts  b u t a lso  c o n ta in s  th em a tic  e le m e n ts  s o  "new" o r  
unconven tional th a t no p red ic tions b a s e d  on  e x p e c ta tio n s  a re  p o ss ib le ?  How c a n  c lo su re  
in su c h  a  poe try  rem ain  e v e n  m inim al? If H errnste in -S m ith  c a n  a lre ad y  s e e  an  o p en  
poe try  hovering  a b o v e  the  horizon  o f free  v e rse , a  poe try  th a t e s c a p e s  in toto h e r  co n cep t 
of c lo su re , is h e r  m odification of th e  definition of c lo su re  a  w ay to  c ircum ven t o r 
fo resta ll th e  a d v e n t of such  a  p o e try ?
W hat is im portan t fo r o u r  p re s e n t  c o n c e rn  [seq u en tia l s tru c tu re  a n d  c lo su re ], 
th e n , is th e  fact th a t e ffec tive  c lo su re  will a lw ays invo lve  th e  re a d e r 's  
e x p e c ta tio n s  regard ing  th e  term ination  of a  s e q u e n c e - e v e n  th o u g h  it will n ever 
b e  sim ply a  m atte r  of fulfilling them . . . . T h u s , a lthough  a n  indefinitely 
e x te n d a b le  s e r ie s  (su c h  a s  f irs t-seco n d -th ird  . . e tc .) will d e te rm in e  th e  
s e q u e n c e  of lines o r s ta n z a s , th e  co n c lu sio n  will b e  d e te rm in ed  by so m e  o th e r 
s tru c tu ra l princip le or, lack ing  any  o th e r  p rinc ip les , will b e  g iven  stab ility  a n d  
finality by sp e c ia l te rm in a l fe a tu re s .64 
C onven tion  a s  fixed form c a n  p ro v o k e  the  an tic ipation  of c lo su re  e v e n  if th e  s tru c tu re  is 
o p e n -e n d e d , "indefinitely e x te n d a b le ,"  s in ce  c lo su re  rem a in s  a  p sycho log ica l
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p h e n o m e n o n . A nd if, for H errnste in -S m ith , c lo su re  is p sycho log ica l, it finds its w ay  to 
th e  p s y c h e  by w ay  of the  e a r  can a l. C lo su re  is th e  psychological ex p e rien c e  of sp e e c h :
My point h e re  h a s  b e e n  th a t s in c e  a  lyric is th e  rep re sen ta tio n  o f an  u tte ra n c e  the  
m e a n in g s  a n d  m otives s u g g e s te d  by a  particu lar logical o r  sy n tac tic  s e q u e n c e  will 
b e  qualified  by n u m e ro u s  o th e r  e le m e n ts  in a  p o e m -in c lu d in g , o f c o u rse , 
m e ta p h o r - a n d  th a t c lo su re  will a lw a y s  b e  e x p e rien c e d  in rela tion  to th e  to ta l 
a c t  of s p e e c h  th u s  re p re s e n te d  a n d  th e  p a rticu la r con tex t th u s  im plied.65 
T h e  "to ta l a c t  of s p e e c h  th u s  re p re se n te d "  s u g g e s ts  not only th e  en tirety  of th e  p o e m -  
c o n s is te n t  w ith H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's  e a r l ie r  defin itions  o f th e  p re re q u is i te s  for c lo s u r e -  
bu t a lso  th e  rep roduction  of all the  s p e e c h -e le m e n ts  in an  u tte ra n c e  in writing. But 
s p e e c h  is no m ore  reduc ib le  to  writing th a n  writing is to s p e e c h . For a lthough  certa in  
e le m e n ts  o f s p e e c h  a n d  writing adm it of com m uta tion  with fidelity (for ex am p le , a  rise  
in pitch a t  th e  e n d  of a  s e n te n c e  is eq u iv a len t, m ore o r le s s , to th e  q u es tio n  m ark), not 
all writing is tra n s la ta b le  into s p e e c h  (how  is th e  d iffe rence , for e x a m p le , b e tw e e n  a  
co lon  a n d  d a s h  a rticu la te d ? ), no r is all s p e e c h  tra n s la ta b le  into writing (can  italics an d  
e x c lam a tio n  p o in ts  a lo n e  d ifferen tia te  a n d  tran sm it a n g e r, e x c item en t, lust, e tc .? ) . 
H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's  c o n c e p t of c lo su re  is inex tricab ly  tied  to  th e  "to ta l a c t  of sp e e c h ,"  
no t th e  "to tal ac t of s p e e c h  th u s  re p re se n te d ."
"S eco n d , a  p oem  is ex p e rien c e d  via p rin ted  text, a n d  no m atte r  how  w eak  the  fo rces  of 
c lo su re , th e  s ing le  fac t th a t its las t line is follow ed by an  e x p a n s e  of b lank  p a p e r  will 
inform th e  re a d e r  th a t it is co n c lu d ed ."66 O n th e  o n e  h an d , this s ta te m e n t su p p o rts  my 
co n ten tio n  th a t  th e  p sycho logy  of c lo su re  m u st a lw ays b e  ju d g ed  by the  form  of a  hearing . 
O n the  o th e r  h an d , th e  s ta te m e n t is v a c u o u s  s ince  (1) w ho h a s  not rea d  a  p age-long  poem  
th a t o n e  d id  not know  co n c lu d ed  until o n e  h a d  tu rned  th e  p a g e , a n d  (2) th e  point is 
su p e rf lu o u s  anyw ay  s in c e  th e  s ign ificance  o f H errn ste in -S m ith 's  c o n c e p t of c lo su re  
d e p e n d s  n o t on w h e th e r a  re a d e r  know s w hen  a  poem  co n c lu d e s  bu t w hen  th e  rea d e r  
b e lie v e s  it wilt c o n c lu d e - a  belief s tim u la te d  by th e  c lo su ra l fe a tu re s  s h e  d e l in e a te s -
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re g a rd le s s  of w h e th e r th e  p o e m  in fact c o n tin u e s  o r c e a s e s .
All th e s e  c o n c e rn s  d e p e n d  on  the  relation b e tw e e n  ’Voicing" w o rd s a n d  so -ca lled  
"silen t” rea d in g . But in e ith e r  c a s e ,  sp e ak in g  o r read in g , u tte ra n c e  o r its 
re p re se n ta tio n , it is th e  re a d e r /iis te n e r  w ho e x p e r ie n c e s  c lo su re . T his s u g g e s t s  th a t it 
is p o ss ib le  fo r re a d e rs  to fail to  e x p e rien ce  c lo su re  ev en  if th e  p o em  h a s  ap p a ren tly  
sufficient c lo su ra l fe a tu re s . A nd e v e n  w hen  it is e x p e rie n c e d , c lo su re  v a rie s  in d e g re e  
from  re a d e r  to  re a d e r  a n d  from  read ing  to  read in g : "C losu re  is, of c o u rse , a  rela tive 
m atte r. A p o em  m ay  b e  gen tly  though firmly c lo se d , o r s la m m e d  sh u t, locked  a n d  
b o lted ."67 A nd yet, though  a  p o e t m ay a ttem p t to c lo se  a  p oem  gently  a n d  firmly, the 
re a d e r  m ay  n o n e th e le s s  e x p e rie n c e  it a s  hav ing  b e e n  s la m m e d  sh u t. H errnste in -S m ith 's  
form al a n a ly s is  c rie s  o u t h e re  for e ith e r (or bo th ) a  h isto ric ist a n d /o r  p sy ch o an a ly tica l 
theo ry  of th e  m ach inery  of c lo su re . T he a b s e n c e  of both  is all th e  m ore  bew ildering  
g iven  H errn ste in -S m ith 's  c o n s ta n t re fe re n c e s  to  th e  role of th e  re a d e r . P e rh a p s  her 
re a d e r  is too  idealized  s in c e  s h e  te n d s  to  lo ca te  psychological e le m e n ts  in th e  text:
A s th e  p reced in g  c h a p te rs  have  s u g g e s te d , th e  condition  for m axim al c lo su re  will 
a r is e  w h en  th e  s tru c tu ra l p rinc ip les in a  p o e m  p re d e te rm in e  its co n c lu s io n  m ost 
rigourously  a n d  w hen  th e  g re a te s t  n u m b er o r  c o n c en tra tio n  of ce rta in  fe a tu re s  
a p p e a r  in its term inal lines. In su ch  a  poem , every  e le m e n t w ould b e  d e s ig n e d  to 
s e t  u p  o r  s e c u re  th e  c o n c lu s iv e n e ss  of its conc lu sion . It w ould be  a  p re ­
em inen tly  teleo log ical p o em  a n d  in a  s e n s e  a  suicidal o n e , for all its e n e rg y  would 
b e  d ire c te d  tow ard  its ow n term ination .66 
If th e  p o e m 's  d e a th  drive is a n  in e sc a p a b le  fea tu re  o f its e x is te n c e , of that w hich  is, 
p aradox ically , s o  com pellingly  vital a n d  p roductive , p e rh a p s  w e  c a n  u n d e rs ta n d  from  a  
new  p e rsp e c tiv e  O lso n 's  d e s ire  for o p e n  fo rm s, for th e  line of b re a th , the  re in teg ra tion  
of the  body into writing, a s  sy m p to m s of a  d e s ire  to  s a y  a  p o em  th a t lives. P e rh a p s  for 
O lson  th e  o p e n  p oem  w ould in principle n e e d  n e v e r  e n d  o r c lo se  o r s to p ; it w ould b e  a  
p o em  th a t c e le b ra te s  no t (just) life b u t im m ortality , a  non  su ic ida l bu t fan ta s iz in g  poem
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n o n e th e le s s . By s itua ting  the  O lson ian  h ierarchy  of o p e n  an d  c lo se d  fo rm s in this way, i
underline  the  u top ian  d im ension  of p o s tm o d e rn is t te n e ts  of o p e n n e s s  th a t a re  derived
from  O lson . T his reposition ing  of O lso n 's  though t is valid  to  the  e x te n t it a c c o u n ts  for th e
fam iliar a n d  n e a t  d iv isions b e tw e e n  m o d ern ism  a n d  p o s tm o d e rn ism  w h e th e r  th ey  a re
v iew ed  a s  h isto rica l c a te g o r ie s  o r  a e s th e tic  o n e s :  c o n se rv a tiv e /lib e ra l,
tra d itio n a l/e x p e r im e n ta l, p e ssim is tic /o p tim is tic , e tc . T h is  s c h e m a  c o n v e n ie n tly
n e g le c ts  "open" m o d ern is t p o e m s a n d  "closed" p o s tm o d e rn is t o n e s , revolu tionary
m o d ern is t p o e m s  a n d  co n serv a tiv e  p o stm o d ern is t o n e s , e tc . And b e c a u s e  qu ite  often the
s a m e  work of art is a n a ly z e d  a n d  d o c u m e n te d  a s  both  "open" a n d  "closed" by opposing
c a m p s  th e  e sse n tia lism  of o p e n n e ss  a n d  c lo su re  is ag a in  ca lled  into q u es tio n .
•  •  *
First, a  failure  of c lo su re  is n o t a lw ay s a  local d e fe c t, confined  to  th e  conc lu sion  
o f a  p o e m . If th e  total d e s ig n  is ill-w rought, in c o h e re n t o r  se lf-d iv ided , c lo su re  
m ay  not only b e  in ad e q u a te  b u t im possib le . S o m e  of the  g lo rious frag m en ts  tha t 
s trew  th e  la n d s c a p e  of n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e m s-K e a ts*  Fall of H yperion , for 
e x a m p le - in  all likelihood c o u ld  n o t h av e  b e e n , g iven  their p re s e n t  form , 
fin ished  a t  a ll.69
F or H errn s te in -S m ith  th e  inability o r  unw illingness to  a c h ie v e  c lo su re  is a  
"failure," ev en  it if Is n o t a  "local d e fe c t,"  bu t o n e  th a t is s p re a d  th ro u g h o u t a  poem  like 
a  co n ta g io n . T he  "failure of c losu re" is a  sym ptom  of in co m p e ten ce  o r se lf-de lusion . But 
th e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f h e r  failure to h isto ric ize  reading  m ay  b e  re a d  in h e r  s ta te m e n t th a t a  
p o e m  like Fall of H yperion  "could not h a v e  b e e n  . . . fin ished" given its "p re se n t form." 
P e rh a p s  th e  p o em  c a n  b e  rea d  a s  fin ished  only from  a  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  p e rsp ec tiv e .
O r a  tw en tie th  c e n tu ry  p e rs p e c tiv e  d iffe ren t from  H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's .
B ut a s  H errnste in -S m ith  p ro c e e d s  in h e r  a n a ly s is  a n d  c o n s id e rs  th e  relation b e tw e e n  
c lo su re  an d  clim ax, s h e  finds h e rse lf  u n a b le  to avoid  h istorictzing c lo su re . A lthough s h e  
h a s  a lread y  a n n o u n c e d  that s h e  will n o t d o  a  historical su rvey  of th e  c o n c e p ts  of c lo su re ,
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s h e  n e v e r th e le s s  c a n n o t avo id , how ever obliquely , th e  historicizing fo rce  of c lo su re :
S in c e  th e  term  "anti-clim ax" is frequen tly  u s e d  to  signify o r d e sc r ib e  th e  effect 
of c lo su ra l in ad eq u acy , w e m ight g ive  it so m e  a tten tion  h e re . In the  b ro a d e s t 
te rm s , a  clim ax is  th e  "highest" point of a n  "ascend ing" s e r ie s . I h a v e  e n c lo se d  
th e s e  two w ords in q u o ta tion  m ark s  b e c a u s e  they  a re  really  figurative, bu t 
figurative in an  irreducib le  w ay. T h a t is, th ey  c a n n o t b e  tra n s la te d  into any th ing  
m o re  literal o r ob jec tive : e a c h  is a  m e ta p h o r  for a  quality  s h a re d  by o u r 
r e s p o n s e s  to m any  d ifferen t kinds of p h e n o m e n a , bu t th e  quality  c a n n o t b e  
sp ec ified  w ithout th e  m etap h o r. In any  c a s e  {w hether it is a  m atte r of vo ice , 
n u m b e r , rapidity o r w h a tev er) , w h en  e v e n ts  occurring  in tem p o ra l s u c c e s s io n  
a re  a lso  re la ted  to e a c h  o th e r  in su c h  a  w ay a s  to  s u g g e s t  a  sc a le , th e  ev en t tha t 
d e f in e s  th e  u p p e rm o st limit of th a t s c a le  will be  co n tin u o u sly  an d  increasing ly  
e x p e c te d  a n d , w h en  it o c c u rs , will b e  e x p e rie n c e d  a s  clim actic . It will p rov ide  
th e  e x p e c te d  limit a n d  th u s  re le a s e  th e  ten s io n  th a t a c co m p a n ie d  its ex p ec ta tio n s , 
e sp e c ia lly  with reg a rd  to se q u en tia l s e r ie s , will s u g g e s t  how  significant th is is 
for c lo su re . W e m ay  a sk , how ever, w h e th e r  the  o c c u rre n c e  of any  clim ax in a  
p o e m  (or a  p lay  o r novel) is n e c essa rily  equ iva len t to s u c c e s s fu l  c lo su re  a t the  
point: a n d  I think th a t, aga in , m uch of w hat w e h av e  o b s e rv e d  in the  p reced ing  
c h a p te rs  will s u g g e s t  w hy it is not.^Q
(1) It m ay  b e  th a t th is "sca le"  is itself only th e  m e a s u re  of v a lu e , th a t is, th e  
h iera rch iz ing  of ou r r e s p o n s e s ,  to ce rta in  stim uli. T h u s , like c lo su re , clim ax is a  
p sycho log ical e x p e rien ce  d e te rm in e d  by th e  co n tin g en c ie s  of h istory . It m ay b e  th a t the  
tend ing  "upw ards,"  the  accum ula tion  a n d  sed im en ta tio n  of ^expectations" so  n e c e s s a ry  
for clim ax, re f lec ts  th e  theo log ica l im pu lse  th a t p e rm e a te s  the  h istory  of m an , tha t, 
indeed , d e te rm in e s  the  e v e n t ca lled  "m an.” If e x p ec ta tio n s  can  b e  sc h em a tiz ed  in the  
m odel o f a  s c a le , in c r e a s e s  in "force, n u m b er, rapidity o r w h a tev er"  a re  e x p e rie n c e d  a s  
g radually  c lim b in g  b e c a u s e  th e y  reflect so m e  prim ordial relig ious ex p e rien c e : the
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m om en t m an  looks up  an d  g a z e s  upon th e  v a s tn e s s  of a  un iverse  h e  d o e s  not u n d e rs ta n d .
In sho rt, a t  th e  m o m en t m an  p e rc e iv e s  h e  is a  d e s c e n d a n t  of som eth ing  o th e r th an  himself- 
-an im als  o r  g o d s , h u m an ism s  o r th e is m s - th e  theo log ica l im pu lse  is a lre ad y  in p la c e .
(2) If th e s e  "ex p ec ta tio n s"  a re  n e c e s s a ry  b u t n o t sufficien t for c lo su re , th is is s o  
b e c a u s e  both  p a rtak e  of th e  qualities of unity an d  c o h e re n c e . C lim ax d e p e n d s  on  a  unified 
se r ie s , a  c o h e re n t s tru c tu re , ju s t a s  m uch  a s  c lo su re  d o e s , b u t w h e re a s  clim ax req u ires  
only a  s e q u e n tia l s e r ie s , H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's  d isc u ss io n  o f o th e r  c lo su ra l te c h n iq u e s  
(a sso c ia tiv e , th em atic , m etrical, etc.} s u g g e s ts  th a t m ore th an  o n e  c losu ra l e le m e n t is 
n e c e s s a ry  for " su c cessfu l c lo su re ."  This is w hy poe try  that d e p e n d s  le s s  o n  a sso c ia tiv e , 
them atic , se q u e n tia l, e tc . te c h n iq u e s  is ju d g e d  by H errnste in -S m ith  a s  e x a m p le s  of 
inco h eren t, se lf-d iv ided , ill-wrought p o e m s . W hat b e g an  a s  a  descrip tive  s tudy  b e c o m e s  
a  p resc rip tiv e  e s s a y .  H errn ste in -S m ith  c o m e s  to  s e e  th is herse lf:
T h u s, (a lthough  it w a s  n o t my in tention), th e  p re p o n d e ra n c e  of e x a m p les  d raw n 
from  s ix te e n th -an d  se v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  poe try  m ight h a v e  s u g g e s te d  th a t 
R e n a is s a n c e  c lo su re  is (or w a s  b e ing  c o n s id e red )  norm ative, while th e  
d isc u ss io n s  of a s so c ia tiv e  s tru c tu re  a n d  free  v e rs e  w e re  obviously  tend ing  
to w ard s  s tru c tu re  a n d  free  v e rse  w e re  obv iously  ten d in g  to w ard s  g e n e ra liz a tio n s  
a b o u t c lo su re  in R om an tic  an d  p o s t-R o m an tic  poetry . If w e a d d  tha t 
ep ig ram m atic  c lo su re , in both  its te c h n iq u e s  a n d  its e x p re ss iv e  e ffec ts , w ould 
naturally  b e  a s so c ia te d  with n e o c la ss ic a l v e rs e , w e c a n  s e e  w hat th o se  b ro ad  
ou tlines m ight c o m e  to: c lo su re  in R e n a is s a n c e  poetry  te n d e d  to b e  s tro n g  an d  
s e c u re , in A u g u stan  poetry  to  b e  m axim al, in R om an tic  poetry  to b e  w eak , a n d  in 
m odern  poetry  it h a s  b e c o m e  m inim al. This form ulation is n e a t, bu t th e  m om en t 
w e  h a v e  th u s  explicitly c o n s tru c te d  it, w e  know  it m u st c rum b le  u n d e r  th e  
w eight of all th e  ex cep tio n s  an d  qualifications w e shou ld  h av e  to ad d .? ’
At th e  form al level a t  lea s t, it s e e m s  true e n o u g h  th a t ex cep tio n s  ex ist b e tw een  p o e m s  of 
a n  e p o c h , bu t a lso --a n d  th is  is  my ce n tra l p o in t--th e re  a re  s tra te g ie s  within p o e m s  at,
for e x am p le , th e  th em a tic  level, th a t habitually  ex c lu d e  a n d  include ce rta in  th e m e s , 
m aking  for th e  indeterm ination  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo s e d n e s s . It m ight a p p e a r  a b u s iv e  to 
shift from  form al is s u e s  to  th em a tic  is s u e s  in a  p o e m , esp ec ia lly  if th o se  th em a tic  is s u e s  
a re  c h a ra c te r is tic  of th a t period --in  sh o rt, to ta lk  a s  H errn ste in -S m ith  d o e s  a b o u t th e  
g e n e ra l a n d  rela tive o p e n n e s s  an d /o r  c lo s e d n e s s  of R om antic  o r R e n a is s a n c e  p o e try -b u t 
th is  shifting is p e rh a p s  a b u s iv e  only a t th e  form al level (though  a  c a s e  cou ld  b e  m a d e , 1 
th ink , for form al c h a ra c te r is tic s  p e c u lia r  to e a c h  e ra ). At th e  th e m a tic  level th e re  a re  
g e n e ra l c o n c e rn s  of R e n a is s a n c e  poetry  tha t a re  n o t th e  g en e ra l c o n c e rn s  of R om antic  
poe try . A nd th e re  a re  th em a tic  c o n c e rn s  ex c lu d e d  a  priori. Of c o u rs e  I am  h e re  
a c ce p tin g  th e  historical c a te g o rie s  R om antic a n d  R e n a is s a n c e  for heu ristic  p u rp o s e s  
(they  no  m ore  d e s ig n a te  h istorical p e rio d s  than  m odern ism  a n d  p o stm o d ern ism ). 
B o u n d e d  by  h istory , th e s e  c a te g o rie s  a re  "closed ."  T hey  a re  th u s  su b je c t to  se ria liza tion  
by H errnste in -S m ith . A nd w hile s h e  rec o g n ize s  th e  flaw of tag g in g  th e s e  p e rio d s  in 
te rm s  of dim inishing c lo su re , it is only b e c a u s e  th e re  a re  e x c e p tio n s  in e a c h  p eriod . 
T h e re  is no indication th a t for h e r  periodization is provisional. S h e  s e e m s  to a c c e p t it a s  
a  "truth." N or d o e s  h e r  c o n c e p t of c lo su re  u n d e rg o  scru tiny . But for m e not only is it a  
m a tte r  o f w h a t o n e  c o n s id e rs  o p e n  a n d  c lo se d , it is a lso  a  m atte r  of the  criteria tha t 
c o n s titu te s  th e  c a te g o rie s  c lo su re  a n d  o p e n n e ss . H aving c o n c e d e d  tha t s h e  h a s  reg a rd e d  
th e  c lo su re  of R e n a is s a n c e  poe try  a s  h e r  norm , H errnste in -S m ith  will no t s o  m uch 
s u rre n d e r  th e  id ea  of a  norm  a s  s h e  will a tte m p t to  justify it by levelling o u t h e r  p e rio d s  
of c lo s u r e -R e n a is s a n c e ,  R om an tic , M o d e rn -s o  th a t in s te a d  of a  d e c re a s e  of c lo su ra l 
e ffec ts  from  period  to period  th e re  is an  in c re a se  in th e  s tra te g ie s  u s e d  to try to e s c a p e  
w h a t is in e s c a p a b le :  c lo su re . C lo su re  th en  will rem ain  th e  no rm ative  effec t of all p o e try  
b e tw e e n  th e  R e n a is sa n c e  a n d  M odern period:
A lthough free  v e rs e , im agism , sym bolism , a n d  o th e r  sty listic  d e v e lo p m en ts  h a v e  
m a d e  their m ark , n o n e  of th em  h a s  c re a te d  a  b rea k  b e tw e en  non-ob jective a n d  
rep re sen ta tio n a l pa in ting , o r  b e tw een  a to n a l a n d  trad itional m usic  . . . T h e  point
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to b e  e m p h a s iz e d  is th a t a  la rg e  an d  entirely re sp e c ta b le  p a rt of co n tem p o ra ry  
p o e try  is sim ply  in d is tin g u ish ab le  from  trad itional poe try  in th e  w a y s  th a t w ould 
affect c lo s u r e . . . .72
H e rrn s te in -S m ith 's  be lief in p eriod iza tion  c a n  b e  in fe rred  by h e r  reco g n itio n  of th e  
fac t th a t  th e  "M odern" p e rio d  lack s  any  positive  a ttr ib u te s  th a t m ight s e rv e  a s  its 
c h a rac te riza tio n ; it c a n  only b e  n a m e d  by w hat it d o e s  n o t do:
T h e  term  "m odern  poetry" is a  literary  h is to ria n 's  n igh tm are , no t only  b e c a u s e  
d a te s  a lw ay s  imply defin itions (an d  v ice  v e rs a ) , bu b e c a u s e  th e  m o st striking 
c h a ra c te r is tic  of th e  poe try  of o u r  tim e is its sty listic  m ultiplicity. Not only a re  
th e  form s w idely various, b u t a lso  th e  m o o d s  a n d  m an n e rism s , th e  im plied 
a e s th e tic s , a n d  th e  a l!e g ia n c e s--o r  w hat w e sh o u ld  ordinarily  call th 
"traditions." T h e  la tte r term  is a lm o st o n e , w hen  a lm o st e v e ry  p o e tic  tradition 
th a t  h a s  e v e r  e x is te d -n a t iv e  o r  foreign , W e s te rn  o r O rien ta l, c la s s ic a l  o r 
m e d ie v a l- is  to  s o m e  e x te n t v iab le , a n d  th e  m o s t c h a ra c te r is tic  fe a tu re  of our 
p o e tic  activity, b road ly  c o n s id e re d , is th e  a p p a re n t a b s e n c e  of a n y  princip le of 
r e je c t io n .73
H errn ste in -S m ith ’s  d ep ic tio n  of o u r  p re se n t-d a y  B ab e l of p o e try  is a c c u ra te , bu t h e r 
p u z z le m e n t re su lts  from  h e r  failure to  a n a ly z e  th e  cu ltu ra l la n d s c a p e  from  th e  point of 
v iew  of a  political e c o n o m y . For e x a m p le , H errn ste in -S m ith  fails to  explicitly c o n n e c t 
o u r "sty listic  multiplicity" to th e  a c c e le ra tio n  of industria l d e v e lo p m e n t th a t  a ffo rded  
th e  c rea tio n  of a  luxury m idd le-c lass th a t c o n su m e s  a n d  p ro d u c e s  an  e n o rm o u s  am o u n t of 
art, including poe try . M oreover th e  e ffec ts  h a v e  s p re a d  dow n an d  up. N o c la s s  by virtue 
of b e in g  th a t c la s s  is ex c lu d ed  from read in g  an d  writing poetry . T he  pub lish ing  an d  
d istribu tion  of poe try , how ever, is p redom inan tly  a  m id d le -c la ss  a d v e n tu re . It is an  
e x p e n s iv e  e n te r p r is e - d e s p i te  th e  a d v e n t of p e rso n a l c o m p u te rs  a n d  d e s k to p  publishing- 
-for th o s e  w h o se  in c o m e s  dip n e a r  o r below  th e  low -m idd le-class in co m e a v e ra g e . It is 
only a t  th e  levels a b o v e  th a t th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t-b y  w hich  I m ean  th e  pub lica tion  and
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distribu tion  o f c a n o n s , of trad itio n s--is  im p lem e n te d , if th en  " the  m o st striking 
c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f o u r  lim e is  its sty listic  m ultiplicity," th is  is  no t b e c a u s e  w e  live 
during  th e  only e p o c h  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by "stylistic multiplicity." If w e  to d a y  reco g n ize  
th is plurality of s ty le s , if it is v isib le  in o u r  b o o k s to re s  an d  lib ra ries , it is b e c a u s e  
p lu ra lism , a s  th e  v isib le  pro liferation  of id e a s , is  th e  s in e  q u a  n o n  of m id d le-c lass  
liberalism  a n d  c o n se rv a tism . S u re ly  no o n e  b e lie v e s  th a t th e  h a lf-d o zen  o r so  R om antic  
p o e ts  genera lly  s tud ied in  the  a c a d e m y  an d  em b la zo n e d  a c ro ss  th e  m ed ia  in c liches a n d  
s te re o ty p e s  a re  th e  so le  p o e ts , o r e v e n  th e  re p re se n ta tiv e  p o e ts , of E u ro p e  during th e  
la te  e ig h te en th  a n d  early  n in e te e n th  c e n tu rie s . W h en  H errnste in -S m ith  s ta te s  th a t the  
te rm  "tradition" is "alm ost m e a n in g le s s  . . .  in an  e ra  su c h  a s  the  p re s e n t  o n e , w hen  
a lm o s t every  p o e tic  tradition th a t h a s  e v e r  ex is ted  . . .  is to so m e  e x te n t v iab le  . . . "  it is 
c le a r  th a t h e r  c o n c e p t of trad ition  is th a t of th e  co n v en tio n a l N ew  Critic: m onolithic, 
h o m o g e n o u s  a n d  D arw inian (a s  p ro g re s s  or d ec lin e ). At th e  s a m e  tim e, H errnstein- 
Sm ith  is c o rre c t th a t th e  trad itio n s  curren tly  d ev e lo p in g  o r b e ing  rev ita lized  d o  so  "to 
so m e  ex ten t."  For th e re  a re  p o e ts  th a t will n e v e r  b e  pub lished , d istribu ted  an d  re a d  on a  
s c a le  b ey o n d  th e  paroch ial. T h e  com m ericial a n d  university p r e s s e s  h a v e  no  in te res t in 
th e ir  w ork .
H errn s te in -S m ith  m ay b e  right th a t o u r p o e try , "broadly  c o n s id e re d ,"  is all- 
inclusive, b u t th e  guid ing  p rincip le  am o n g  m any  d iv e rse  in te re s ts  is p rec ise ly  th e  
e x te n t to w hich th ey  define  th e m s e lv e s  by re jec tin g  o u t of h a n d  a lte rn a tiv e  possib ilities  
o f writing a n d  read ing  poetry . For th e s e  m o v em en ts , rejection is p a rt a n d  p a rce l of the  
co n s tru c tio n  o f identity : p e rs o n a l, cu ltu ral, po litical, ph ilo so p h ica l, e tc . R ejec tion  is 
th e  principle of bo th  c lo su re  a n d  c lo se d  poetry , r e a d e r  a n d  tex t. In a  ce rta in  s e n s e  th e re  
c a n  n e v e r  b e  a  poe try  indiscrim inately  o p e n , for th e  m arking  of w o rd s  on to  p a p e r  or 
uttering w o rd s in to  air in d ica tes  a  ch o ic e s , a  se lec tio n , a  ro ad  tak en  a n d  a  ro ad  not tak e n . 
C lo sed  p o e m s  a n d  c lo su re  requ ire  an  o u ts id e  from  w hich to differ, by w hich to e n c lo se  
an d  close.
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Now if o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re  a re  d e p e n d e n t o n  w h a t o n e  m e a n s  by th e s e  term s, then  th e  
very  n a tu re  of p o e try  is th re a te n e d . Are "found" p o e m s  really p o e m s ?  N otice th a t my 
u s e  of th e  ad v erb ia l form of "real" a lread y  b e tra y s  a n  e sse n tia lis tic  no tion  of poetry .
T h is  is w hy th e s e  no tions th a t  h a v e  c o n c e rn e d  m e  a re  bo th  trivial a n d  significant: trivial 
b e c a u s e  u ltim ately  th e  d e te rm in a tio n  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re  is su b je c t to  o th e r  fac to rs  
a n d , in a  s e n s e ,  n a m e  th e s e  o th e r  fac to rs; bu t significant b e c a u s e  th e  d e b a te  co n c ern s  
u ltim ately  th e  s ta tu s  of th e  literary  ob jec t itself. D o e s  th is  o b jec t q u a  o b jec t still 
"exist" w hen  th e  ru les  of th e  g a m e  h a v e  not only b e e n  a lte re d  but throw n o u t?
A s w e  o b se rv e d  in C h a p te r  1, o n e  of th e  functions or a ffec ts  of p o e tic  form is to 
"fram e" th e  p o e tic  u tte ra n c e : to  m ain tain  its identity a s  d istinct from  th a t of 
o rd inary  d isc o u rse , to  d raw  a n  en c lo sin g  tine , in o th e r  w o rd s, th a t m arks the  
b o u n d a ry  b e tw e en  "art" a n d  "reality." Now, it is c le a r  th a t to th e  ex ten t th a t the 
p roprie ty  of th a t b o u n d a ry  line itself is  q u e s tio n e d , s o  a lso  will b e  th e  proprie ty  
o f its c lo su ra l e ffec ts . W hat o n e  m ay think of h e re  a s  ce rta in  cu rre n t (though by 
no m e a n s  exclusively  m odern) co n cep tio n s  of poe try  a n d  art th a t v a lue  the 
"natu ral"  o r the  illusion o f n a tu ra ln e s s  w hile d isd a in in g  th e  artfu l, th e  obv iously  
c o n v e n tio n a l o r artificial. A nti-c losure  in m o d ern  p o e try , th en , m ay  b e  re fe rred  
to  s o m e  e x te n t to th is  effort tow ard  p o e tic  rea lism , w h ere  s tru c tu re  o r o th e r  
f e a tu re s  th a t m ark th e  w ork a s  a  v e rb a l a r t i fa c t- ra th e r  th an  a  d irec t 
tra n sc rip lio n  of p e rs o n a l u t te ra n c e --a re  av o id ed .?*
H errn ste in -S m ith  d isc o v e rs  th e  d irec t opposition  of th e  "p e rso n a l u tte ran c e "  to th o se  
" fe a tu re s  th a t m ark  th e  w ork a s  verbal artifact" in o n e  of its fo rm s a s  an ti-c losu ra l. 
P o e tic  "realism " p lay s  directly into th e  h a n d s  of ideo logy  inso far a s  it p re te n d s  to b e  a  
"d irect tran scrip tion" of th e  "p e rso n a l u tte ran ce"  w hich is a s s u m e d  to b e  "natural," tha t 
is, void of c lo su ra l e ffe c ts . B ut w h a t g iv es  "p e rso n a l u tte ran c e "  its u tte r  predictability , 
its s te re o ty p ic a l  quality , is th a t  no th ing  is m ore  co n v en tio n a l a n d  c lo su ra l than  
"p erso n a l u tte ran c e ."  W hat is p re su m e d  to b e  "real" is exactly  w hat I term  ideology, not
b e c a u s e  u n d e rn e a th  th e  in fra s tru c tu re s  of cap ita lis t a lienation  lurks th e  "real" relation  
of m an  to n a tu re  a n d  to him self, bu t b e c a u s e  th e  real itself is only a n d  a lw ays a  p roduct 
of ideology. T h ere  is no  e s c a p e  from ideology in this s e n s e  b e c a u s e  th e re  is no e s c a p e -  
le a s t of all in la n g u a g e -fro m  so m e  form o f c lo su re . And b e c a u s e  lan g u a g e  is the  n am e  
p a r  e x c e lle n c e  of fo rm s, it is little w o n d e r  th a t  H errnste in -S m ith  links th e  ten d e n c y  
"tow ard poe tic  realism " to a n  'a g e  of susp ic ion ,"  th a t is, a  su sp ic io n  of th e  v a g a rie s  of 
lan g u a g e . T h e  proliferation of te n d e n c ie s  tow ard  "poetic realism ," how ever, allow s m e 
to  re a d  th e  poe try  s c e n e  o th e r  th an  I h a v e  d e sc r ib e d  it th u s  far. In brief, th en , the  
multiplicity of s tra te g ie s  a n d  form s d e m o n s tra te  th a t no m a tte r  how  m uch o n e  m im ics 
w h a t o n e  b e liev es  is th e  "real," o n e  n e v e r  e s c a p e s  form to  e m b ra c e  th a t "real" in its 
im m ediacy . T h e  p o e try  of realism  d rip s with un in ten tional irony in th e  p o s tu re  it 
a d o p ts  tow ard th e  a c a d e m y  an d  the  rea l. Its flight from the  "belated" acad e m y  n ev er le a d s  
it to  the  p re s e n c e  of th a t which th e  a c a d e m y  su p p o sed ly  "only" re p re s e n ts . P red ic tab ly  
e n o u g h , o n e  n o te s  th e  proliferation of m ore  a c a d e m ie s , m ore  b u re a u c ra c ie s , m ore 
co n v en tio n s , a c ro s s  th e  literary  la n d s c a p e  h o w ev er m uch th ey  lack  "legitim ation."
O f c o u rse , it is p o ss ib le  to  rea d  a c a d e m ic  poe try  in ju s t the  o p p o s ite  m an n er: it ca lls  
a tte n tio n  to its artificiality a s  a  w ay  of g lo ss in g  "realism " a s  y e t a n o th e r  "artifact" th a t 
h a s  b e e n  "naturalized" by cu s to m  an d  habit. T he in sis ten ce  o n  a  "real" b e n e a th  b o u rgeo is  
artificiality a n im a te s  M arxists a n d  M odern is ts . T his is w hy bo th  e s c h e w  "social 
realism " b e c a u s e  of its ten d e n c y  to reify ideology. In stead , both  p ro p o se  a  poetry  th a t is 
v isionary  (an d  th e  relig ious re s o n a n c e s  a re  ap p licab le  to bo th ), im aginary , an d , ab o v e  
all e ls e ,  fo rm alis tic .75
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75 T his notion o f th e  "real" a s  th e  co v e re d -o v e r  p e rm e a te s  th e  th o u g h t of the  las t 
h u n d red  y e a rs :  think of H eidegger’s  B eing rev ea led  through c o n c ea lm e n t, F reud 's  id 
m ask e d  by  th e  e g o  a n d  su p e re g o , M arx 's ideology a s  fa lse  c o n sc io u sn e ss , e tc . In th e  next 
two c h a p te rs  I sh o w  how  th e  s tru g g le  for th e  "real" of literature  is fough t on th e  g ro u n d s  
of s p a c e  a n d  tim e in th e  th eo ries  of J o s e p h  Frank a n d  William V. S p a n o s .
CHAPTER THREE
B e c a u s e  of th e  la n g u a g e  th a t w e all u se , o u r m o d est a tte m p ts  a t  talking a b o u t the  
m ean in g  of literary w orks often  re so rt to th e  term inology of s p a c e  a n d  tim e. T o the  
e x te n t th a t it a tte m p ts  to  codify its o b se rv a tio n s  an d  c o n c lu s io n s , literary  criticism  
te n d s  to  g o  e v e n  fu rther, relying p redom inan tly  on e ither sp a tia l or tem p o ra l c o n c e p ts . 
And th e  te n d e n c y  to  ex c lu d e  e ith e r spatia lity  o r tem porality  is e v e n  m ore  ev iden t in so m e 
fo rm s of literary  th eo ry . T h a t n e ith e r  sp a tia l n o r  tem p o ra l te rm s  c a n  b e  en tirely  
ex c lu d e d  is n o t se lf-ev id en t proof th a t th e s e  th eo ries  a re  flaw ed  b u t fixable. R a th e r  this 
"failure" p o in ts  to  a  co n fu sio n  in thinking a b o u t literature. W e h a v e  no  ch o ice  but to u se  
sp a tia l a n d  tem p o ra l te rm s  w hen  w e talk  a b o u t literary form , b u t th is  is no t a t ail the 
s a m e  th ing a s  believing th e s e  te rm s a re  so m e h o w  "real," th a t litera tu re  is so m e h o w  just 
a s  w e  d e sc r ib e  it. I c o n te n d  th a t th e s e  te rm s  h av e  an  im portan t heu ristic  function, but I 
d o  not b e liev e  they  d e s c r ib e  literature  "as  su c h ' b e c a u s e  (1) m o st of th e  sp a tia l a n d  
tem p o ra l te rm s  em p lo y ed  for talking a b o u t litera tu re  d e p e n d  on  th e  m ec h a n is tic  w orld­
view  of N ew tonian  s c ie n c e , a n d  (2) th e  " a s  s u c h ” po in ts to a n  on to logy  of literatu re  
prior to a n  ep istem o logy  of it. But th a t on to logy  can  only b e  confirm ed  through  an 
ep is te m o lo g y . O ur lerm ino logy  is m e tap h o ric , n e c e s s a ry  b u t insufficient.
In th e  n ex t two c h a p te rs  I shall e x am in e  th e  literary th e o r ie s  of J o s e p h  F rank  an d  
William V. S p a n o s . A ctually, F ran k 's  m ajo r contribution, T h e  W idening G yre: C risis 
a n d _ M a s te rv  in M odern L iteratu re , a tte m p ts  to b e  literary  criticism , a  d escrip tio n  of 
w h a t F rank  b e lie v e s  is th e  m o d ern is t im p u lse  tow ard  sp a tia l fo rm .t But a s  I shall show , 
F ran k 's  d e sc rip tio n s  d e p e n d  on  p rescrip tive  p resu p p o s itio n s , a  theo ry , a b o u t w hat 
l i te ra tu re  " rea lly"  is.
B e c a u s e  I reg a rd  spa tia lity  a n d  tem porality  a s  heu ristic  c o n c e p ts  for talking abou t 
litera tu re  I sha ll b e  u sing  tem p o ra l c o n c e p ts  to critique F ran k 's  no tions of sp a tia l form 
a n d  sp a tia l c o n c e p ts  to critique S p a n o s ' no tions of tem poral form . As c o n c e rn s  the 
co n c e p ts  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re , I hope to show  that they  revolve a round  q u e s tio n s  of
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form . F u rth e rm o re , I h o p e  to  sh o w  th a t th e s e  c o n c e rn s --u n d e r  o th e r  n a m e s - -a re  a lso  
F ra n k 's  c o n c e rn s  a s  I ex am in e  th e  rela tionsh ip  b e tw e e n  h is idea lized  "im age" and  
"w hole" text. Finally, I justify using  his w ork o n  both  th e  m odern  novel a n d  m odern  
p o e m  o n  th e  b a s is  th a t w hat F rank  th e o r iz e s  a b o u t the  novel is app licab le  to poetry  
in so fa r  a s  h e  p re s c r ib e s  crite ria  for th e  novel in c o n tra s t  to po e try . T h u s , I d isp u te  
s o m e  of his rea d in g s  of m odern ist novels  in o rd e r  to  show  how  th o se  rea d in g s  reflect his 
th eo ry  ab o u t th o se  w orks.
*  *  *
P a rt o f J o s e p h  F ran k 's  p ro jec t in T h e  W idening G vre is th e  rehabilita tion  of G otthold 
L e ss in g 's  in fam ous L a o c o o n . L essin g 's  e s s a y  is m arked  by its in s is ten ce  on  propriety in 
all its fo rm s. Not only d o e s  h e  insist upon art for a rt 's  s a k e , bu t h e  a lso  p u ts  forth the 
th e s is  th a t th e  p la s tic  a n d  literary a rts  h av e  th e ir own binding  p ro p e r tie s  w hich a re , 
re sp ec tiv e ly , sp a tia l a n d  tem poral. L ess in g 's  a rg u m e n t is d ire c te d  a t both  a r tis ts  and  
critics; it w a n ts  to tell p a in te rs  a n d  p o e ts  how to c re a te  a n d  it w a n ts  to tell critics how to 
d e s c r ib e  w h a t th e  a r tis ts  h av e  c re a te d .?
F ra n k  inherits  th is  c o n c e rn  for p roprie ty ; it a n im a te s  th e  literary  th eo ry  e m b e d d e d  
in h is  literary critic ism . Follow ing L essing , h e  a rg u e s  th a t th e re  a re  a p p ro p ria te  form s 
for specific  a rts . A ccord ing  to  F rank , L essing  b e liev ed  th a t form  "in th e  p las tic  arts" is 
"n ec e ssa rily  sp a tia l b e c a u s e  th e  visible a s p e c t  of o b jec ts  c a n  b e s t b e  p re s e n te d
i
ju x ta p o s e d  in a n  in s ta n t of tim e." To the  in s ta n ta n e o u s ly  p e rc e iv e d  p las tic  a r t  form 
F ran k  o p p o s e s  lite ra tu re : "L iterature, on th e  o th e r  h an d , m a k e s  u s e  of la n g u a g e , 
c o m p o s e d  of a  su c c e s s io n  of w ords," which is w hy literature  is " b a se d  prim arily on so m e 
form  o f na rra tiv e  s e q u e n c e .^  A ccording to  Frank , w riters up  to th is  cen tu ry  h a v e  m ore 
o r  le s s  tacitly r e s p e c te d  L essin g ’s  in junctions. Now, how ever, so m eth in g  new  is 
h ap p e n in g :
At th e  v e ry  o u tse t , th e re fo re , m odern  poetry  a d v o c a te s  a  po e tic  m eth o d  in direct 
con trad ic tion  to L e ss in g 's  a n a ly s ts  of lan g u a g e  . . . F o r Eliot, the  d istinctive
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quality  of a  p o e tic  sensib ility  is its c a p ac ity  to form  new  w h o les , to fu se  
se em in g ly  d isp a ra te  e x p e rie n c e s  into an  o rg an ic  unity,4 
This is  still criticism  in asm u ch  a s  F rank  is d escrib in g  w h a t th e  m o d ern is t p o e ts  a re  
do ing  a n d  w h a t o n e  of them  c la im s for his "poetic  sensibility ." But tw o p a g e s  la te r  Frank 
a d o p ts  E lio t's m o d ern ist line:
[In] T h e  W a ste  L and . . .  syn tactical s e q u e n c e  is given up for a  s tru c tu re  dep en d in g  
on  th e  p ercep tion  of re la tionsh ip s  b e tw e en  d isc o n n e c te d  w ord -g roups. To b e  
p roperly  u n d e rs to o d , th e s e  w ord -g roups m u st b e  ju x ta p o se d  with o n e  a n o th e r  and  
p e rc e iv e d  sim ultaneously . Only w hen  th is  is d o n e  can  they  b e  a d e q u a te ly  g ra sp ed ; 
for, while th ey  follow o n e  a n o th e r  in tim e, their m ean ing  d o e s  not d e p e n d  on  this 
te m p o ra l  re la tio n sh ip .5
Everything th a t follows in th is book  on  sp a tia l form bu ilds upon  th e s e  few  p h ra s e s . So  
I beg in  with F ran k 's  uncritical a c c e p ta n c e  of L e ss in g 's  distinction b e tw e e n  th e  p las tic  and  
literary a r ts .  L essin g  a n d  F rank  a s s u m e  th a t while th e  ey e  of th e  v iew e r/re a d e r  m ust 
m ove th ro u g h  a  “s u c c e s s io n  of w ords," th e  e y e  a p p re h e n d s  th e  p lastic  a rt form in an 
" instan t of tim e." But is  it p o ss ib le  to  p e rc e iv e  o r  a p p re h e n d  a  p las tic  art form  without 
m oving th e  pu p ils , h o w ev er im percep tib ly?  P e rcep tio n  involves th e  coord ination  of the 
m otion of th e  pup ils . O n e  no m ore  p e rc e iv e s  a  pa in ting 's  form th an  its e le m en ts  a re  
ju x ta p o se d  in a n  " instan t o f tim e." T im e less  a n d  e te rn a l, th e  "instant" lies o u tsid e  
tem porality  ju s t  a s  m yth t ra n s c e n d s  h isto ry .
Frank a c c e p ts  L ess in g 's  "instan t of tim e" b e c a u s e  it p ro v id es  a  w ay  for him to 
u n d e rs ta n d  th e  c o n c e p t of m ean ing . B e c a u se  m ean ing  a p p e a rs  to e lude  spatia l an d  
tem p o ra l co n c ep tu a liz a tio n , it h a s  th e  s a m e  s ta tu s  within F ran k 's  sp a tia l form theory  a s  
th e  " instan t of tim e." For F rank , m ean in g  "h ap p en s"  in an  " in stan t of tim e." A lthough 
w o rd s m ay follow o n e  a n o th e r  in "su ccessio n ,"  "their m ean ing  d o e s  not d e p e n d  on this 
te m p o ra l re la tio n sh ip ."
W hen m ean in g  h a p p e n s  in its instan t, form is a p p re h e n d e d , for " ae s th e tic  form is not
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a n  ex te rn a l a rra n g e m e n t p rov ided  by a  s e t  of trad itional ru les," bu t is in s te a d  "the 
revolution b e tw e en  th e  s e n s u o u s  n a tu re  of the  m edium  a n d  th e  cond itions of h um an  
p e rcep tio n ."  M oreover, fo rm s a rise  " sp o n ta n e o u sly  from  th e  o rg an iza tio n  of th e  artw ork 
a s  it [p re se n ts ]  itse lf to  p e rc e p tio n ."6 H ere, form h a s  the  s a m e  s ta tu s  a s  " in stan t of 
tim e" a n d  "m eaning"; it a r is e s  b e tw e e n  th e  m edium  a n d  th e  p e rce iv e r. It, too , lies 
o u ts id e  tem p o rality , h isto ry  a n d  c a u sa lity  [it a r is e s  " sp o n ta n e o u sly " ).
To the  ex te n t th a t it h a s  b e c o m e  like pain tings, th e  m odern ist p o em  re c e d e s  from 
histo ry . B ut th is  d is a p p e a ra n c e  is ach ie v e d  only in so far a s  m ean ing  is "ad eq u a te ly  
g ra s p e d "  a n d  "properly  u n d e rs to o d ."  If th e  m odern ist p o em  d o e s  re trea t from  history a s  
F ran k  cla im s, h e  n o n e th e le s s  d raw s  b o u n d a rie s  b e tw e e n  it a n d  its re a d e rs :  a d e q u a tio n  an d  
p roprie ty . S in c e  m ean in g  (and  form ) lie o u ts id e  h isto ry , th ey  re s id e  o n  th e  "o th e r side" 
o f propriety  a n d  a d e q u a tio n  with th e  m o d ern ist p o e m . T hey  a re  the  p roperty  of th e  poem . 
S o  if it first a p p e a re d  th a t F rank 's  re legation  of th e  in stan t, m ean ing  a n d  form  to  th e  
ou tside-o f-h isto ry  m e a n t th ey  o c c u p ie d  a  "neutral" z o n e  b e tw e e n  th e  text a n d  th e  re a d e r , 
it is c le a r  th a t th is  is no t the  c a s e .
Specifically , F rank  a s s u m e s  tha t th e re  is a  cen tra l m ean ing  in trinsic to th e  tex t of T h e  
W a s te  L and . T his m ean in g  is a  jux taposition  of w o rd -g roups which a re  s e p a ra te d  from 
o n e  a n o th e r  by o th e r  w ord -g roups. B ut w hat a b o u t th e s e  "o ther w ord -g roups"  th a t form 
a  p a rt of th e  " p ro p e r  m ea n in g ?  T h ey  e ith e r s u p e rs a tu ra te  th e  cen tra l m ean ing  (an d  a re  
th u s  re d u n d a n t o r u n seq u en tia l)  o r rem ain  ex tra n eo u s  to a d e q u a tio n  an d  th u s  "u se le ss"  
w a s te  p roducts . T h is  is perfectly  co n ce iv ab le  s in c e  no  w riter's tex t is h o m o g e n o u s  an d  
unified . But w h a t if n a rra tiv e  s e q u e n c e  w a s  the  in ten tion  of Eliot d e sp ite  h is p a ra tac tic  
w o rd -g ro u p s?  W hat if it is p o ss ib le  to  d e riv e  a  n u m b er of m ea n in g s  th a t n e v e r  c o a le s c e  
in to  so m eth in g  c a lled  a  "central th em e ?"  S o  long a s  th e  no tions of p roprie ty  a n d  
a d e q u a tio n  rule F ran k ’s  read ing  h e  c a n n o t s e e  th is possibility .
F o r F rank , o rd ina ry  n a rra tiv e  s e q u e n c e  of w o rd -g ro u p s  im plies their " instinctive 
a n d  im m ed ia te  re fe re n c e "  to  " the o b jec ts  o r e v e n ts  th ey  sym bolize" a s  weli a s  th e  "the
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constitu tion  of m ean ing  from th e  s e q u e n c e  o f th o se  re fe re n c e s ."  A s the  linear m ovem en t 
from  w o rd -g ro u p  to w ord -g roup , o rd inary  n a rra tiv e  s e q u e n c e  e r a s e s  itself. W hat 
b e c o m e s  im portan t is no t th e  re la tionsh ip  of o n e  w ord -g roup  to a n o th e r  w ord -g roup , but 
th e  re la tio n sh ip  of w o rd -g ro u p s  to th e  "o b jec ts  o r e v e n ts  th ey  sym bolize ."7 W hat is 
im plied by th is  form ulation is th a t it is th e  a p p a re n t  n a tu ra ln e s s  of lin ea r read in g  th a t 
c a s t r a te s  th e  in tra -re la tionsh ip  of w ords. M odem  poetry  " fo c u se s  on a  sp ace-lo g ic"  that 
f ru s tra te s  th e  fac ile  m o v em e n t of ca stra tio n  by  th e  r e a d e r  by forcing him o r  h e r  to  
r e s p e c t  th e  in tegrity  of th e  w ord  itself, a n d , in e ffec t, s e v e r  w ord from  re fe re n c e . If the  
m o d ern is t p o em  a p p e a rs  fra g m en ted  to u s  d u e  to  co llag es , c u t-u p s  a n d  p a ra tax is , it is 
b e c a u s e  c a s tra tio n  h a s  tak e n  p la c e  h e re  a lso . T o p u t it into B a rth es ian  term s, the  
read erly  tex t is ca stra tin g  a n d  c a s tra te d  b e c a u s e  it e n c o u ra g e s  a n  uncritical s e q u en tia l 
read in g  th a t  e r a s e s  o r o b fu sc a te s  th e  w ord a s  w ord or th e  w ord -g roup  a s  w ord-group .
T h e  w ord is c a s tr a te d  from  itself by w ay  of th e  ca s tra tin g  se q u en tia l read in g . T he  
writerly tex t, on  th e  o th e r  h a n d , is a lso  cas tra tin g  a n d  c a s tra te d  to th e  e x te n t th a t while 
it re -m a rrie s  w ord  with w ord , it a lso  d iv o rces  th e  w ord from  th e  o b je c ts  an d  e v e n ts  to 
w hich  it w ou ld  o th e rw ise  refer.®
T ha t n e ith e r  of th e s e  c a s tra tin g  o p e ra tio n s  is en tirely  s u c c e s s fu l  shou ld  m ak e  u s  wary 
o f th e  c ritique  of linear read in g  from w h a tev er q u a r te rs  it c o m e s . I do  not b e liev e  the  
n e c e s s ity  of F ran k 's  co n c lu sio n : "m odern  poe try  fo rc e s  its r e a d e rs  to su s p e n d  the  
p ro c e s s  of individual r e fe re n c e  tem porarily  until th e  en tire  p a tte rn  of in te rnal 
re fe re n c e s  c a n  b e  a p p re h e n d e d  a s  a  unity."9 A side  from w hat I h a v e  sa id  a lread y  a b o u t the 
p rob lem  of an y  totalizing read in g  of a n y  tex t, rea d e riy  o r writerly, I m ight a lso  n o te  how 
in th is  c o n c e p t  of "unity" th e  writerly re tu rn s  to  th e  read e rly . F rank  im plies th a t while 
th e  c re a tiv e  a c t  o f co m p o sitio n  c a n  b e  e ith e r rea d e rly  o r w riterly, th e  critical a c t  of 
in te rp re ta tio n  m u st be  read e rly , i.e ., to ta liz ing . W h at F rank  {and, h e re , B a rth e s ,
D errida e t al) d o e s  not s a y  is th a t it is a lw ays p o ss ib le  to re a d  th e  read erly  in a  writerly 
fash io n . It is a lw ays p o ss ib le  to  d e libera te ly  s u s p e n d  the  c a s tra tin g  lure of o rd inary
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narra tive  s e q u e n c e  in o rd e r  to a tte n d  to th e  w ord a s  w ord. T his p ro ced u re  is w hat w e 
know  a s  "critical an a ly s is ."  L ikew ise, though  p e rh a p s  m o re  difficult, it is a lw ay s 
p o ss ib le  to rea d  se q u en tia lly  th ro u g h  a p p a re n t non se q u itu rs , p a ra ta c tic  w ord -g roups, 
e tc ., a n d  re -in teg ra te  them  with th e  o b jec ts  an d  e v e n ts  to  w hich they  refer. S u ch  a  
"literal" - a s  o p p o s e d  to  a n a ly tic a l- re a d in g  will no  d o u b t a p p e a r  le s s  critical b e c a u s e  
of o u r  h isto rica l m om ent th a t until th e  a d v e n t of m odern ism  d e a lt  with rea d e rly  tex ts . 
F a c e d  to d ay  with a  text a lread y  divided a n d  c a s tra te d  from  o b jec ts  a n d  e v e n ts , w e do  in 
fac t re - in te g ra te , re a d  in a  readerly  fash ion . But a s  I ex p la in ed  ab o v e , th is  p ro ced u re  
flirts with a  to talization  o f th e  tex t, risk s  returning it to  th e  s a fe g u a rd  of th e  readerly . 
Only by  restric ting  o n e s e lf  to w o rd -g ro u p s o r w ords a n d  read in g  them  " a s  if" th ey  w ere  
iso la te d  in fact ca n  o n e  avo id  return ing  to th e  read erly . But this la tte r p ro c e d u re  h a s  its 
ow n r isk s : rea d in g s  th a t a re  m erely  im pression istic .
I a b a n d o n  h e re  th e  writerly, readerly , c a s tra tin g , a n d  so  on . I h o p e  I've show n ,
h o w ev er insisten tly , th e  phallocen tric  link b e tw een  th e  w ork of so m e o n e  like F rank  an d
p e o p le  like B arth es  an d  D errida: a  te n d e n c y  to reg a rd  th e s e  c o n c e p ts  an d  te rm s a s  fixed
c a te g o rie s  into w hich w riters an d  re a d e rs  m ay  b e  p laced . I m e a n  no m ystification w hen I
s u g g e s t  th a t  literature  a n d  re a d e rs  e lu d e  th e  ten d en cy  to turn heu ristic  d e v ic e s  into stee l
c a g e s .  L iterature a n d  re a d e rs  a re  no m ore  reducib le to p sych o an a ly tic  c a te g o rie s  than
th ey  a re  to  sp a tia l or tem p o ra l m e ta p h o rs .
* * *
A s long a s  the  re a d e r 's  d e s ire  (a d e s ire  for read ing  m ore  com plex  th an  sim ply 
re a d e rly  a n d  writerly, c a s tra tin g  o r d issem inating}  is n o t ta k e n  into c o n s id e ra tio n , it is 
a lw ays p o ss ib le  to talk a b o u t lan g u a g e  in spatia l an d /o r tem poral te rm s. A s I've a rg u e d  
th u s  far, la n g u a g e  is n o t reducib le  to e ith e r  c a teg o ry , s e p a ra te ly  o r to g e th e r  (e .g ., spatio - 
tem p o ra l). In so far a s  F ran k  s e e s  la n g u a g e - l ik e  L e s s in g - a s  e sse n tia lly  tem p o ra l 
d e sp ite  th e  m odern ist a tte m p t to d isp lay  its spatia lity , F ran k 's  a s s e s s m e n t  of th e  legacy  
of m o d ern ism  is p red ic ta b le : "If p u rsu e d  with M alla rm e 's  re le n tle ss , it [ the  "am bition
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of m o d ern  poetry" to d is lo c a te  th e  "tem porality  of language"] c u lm in a te s  in the  se lf­
n ega tion  of la n g u a g e  an d  th e  crea tion  of a  hybrid p ictograph ic  'p o em ' th a t c a n  only be  
c o n s id e re d  a  fa sc in a tin g  h isto rica l curiosity ."10
For e x a m p le , in F ran k 's  co m m en ta ry  on F lau b ert, sim ultaneity  is th e  " instan t of 
tim e" a t  w hich tem porality  c e a s e s  to exist, th e  "point" a t  which po in t, m o m en t and  
in s ta n t  in te rfu se :
For a  s tu d y  of a e s th e tic  form  in th e  m o d ern  novel, F laubert’s  fa m o u s  country  fair 
s c e n e  in M ad am e B ovarv  is a  conven ien t point of d e p a r tu r e . . . .  A s F laubert s e ts  
th e  s c e n e , th e re  is action  going on sim u ltan eo u sly  a t th ree  lev e ls . . .  . Albert 
T h ib a u d e t h a s  c o m p a red  th is s c e n e  to th e  m ed ieval m ystery  p lay , in which various 
re la te d  a c tio n s  o c c u r  s im u ltaneously  on  d ifferen t s ta g e  leve ls , b u t th is  acu te  
c o m p a riso n  re fe rs  to F la u b e rt 's  in ten tion  ra th e r  th an  to h is m e th o d . ‘E very th ing  
sh o u ld  so u n d  s im u ltan eo u sly .' F laubert la te r  w rote, in co m m en tin g  on  this s c e n e  .
. . b u t s in c e  la n g u a g e  p ro c e e d s  in tim e, it is im possib le  to a p p ro a c h  sim ultaneity  
of p e rc e p tio n  e x c e p t by b reak ing  up tem p o ra l s e q u e n c e . And th is  is exactly w hat 
F laubert d o e s . . . .  For th e  duration o f th e  s c e n e , a t lea s t, th e  tim e-fiow of the 
n a rra tiv e  is h a lte d ; a tte n tio n  is fixed on  th e  in terp lay  of re la tio n sh ip s  within th e  
im m obilized  tim e-a re a . T h e s e  re la tio n sh ip s  a re  ju x ta p o se d  in d ep en d en tly  of the  
p ro g re s s  o f th e  narra tive . . . .11 
I h av e  q u o ted  judiciously  from F ran k 's  e s s a y  to  sh o w  the  tu rn s of h is though t, how the 
"ap p ro ach  to sim u ltane ity” g iv es  w ay to its w h a t F rank  b e lie v es  is its ac tu a l ach iev em en t 
w h en  th e  "tim e-flow  of th e  n a rra tiv e  is halted" a n d  th e  re a d e r  c o n te m p la te s  "the 
in te rp lay  of re la tio n sh ip s  w ithin th e  im m obilized tim e-a re a ."  A nd a s  th e  in terp lay  of 
re la tio n sh ip s  e n a c ts  s im u ltane ity  "ou tside" th e  "tim e-flow  of th e  n a rra tiv e ,"  so  m ean ing  
a n d  f o r m - a s  w e  h a v e  se e n --o c c u r  a s  a  w hole , "the totality of e a ch  level tak en  a s  in 
i n te g e r ."12
Now if la n g u a g e  is n e ith e r sp a tia l nor tem p o ra l, it is a lso  n e ith e r sim ultaneity  or a
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point. It is e a sy  to  turn  from  th is  c u l-d e -sa c  to idealism . It is a lso  e a s y  to reco g n ize  in
th is limit th e  horizon  of w hat a n d  how  we know . From  F in n e g a n 's  W ak e  to p o st-w av e
a v a n t-g a rd is ts  T h e  S w a n s , from Eric S ta ie  to 2-Live C rew , from J o h n  C a g e  to Kathy
A cker, tw en tie th  c en tu ry  a rtis ts  call into q u e s tio n  c o n c e p ts  of ra n d o m n e ss , vo ice , o rder,
a n d  inform ation. But all th is  w ould  b e  literally m e a n in g le ss  w ere  th e re  not a lso  new
th in k e rs  in th e  a u d ie n c e , new  lis ten e rs , r e a d e r s  a n d  v iew ers  w ho , con tra ry  to F rank ,
h a v e  no n e e d  to , s a y , rea d  U ly sse s  by "continually fitting fragm en ts  to g e th e r  a n d  keep ing
a llu s io n s  in m ind" to  "link them  to their c o m p le m e n ts ." ^  T h e s e  new  c o n su m e rs  revel in
th e  e x p e rie n c e s  affo rded  by d iso rd e r  a n d  fragm en ta tion .
*  *  *
F rank 's  c o n c e p t of sp a tia l form  d e p e n d s  on  a  prior c o n c ep t of tem poral form. T his is 
w hy F rank  a p p ro v e s  of L ess in g 's  con ten tion  th a t la n g u a g e  is e sse n tia lly  tem poral. But I 
c o n te n d  th a t form  is only e x p e rien c e d  spatia lly . T im e in P ro u st, for exam p le , is a lw ay s 
e x p e rie n c e d  a s  v isib le a n d  sp a tia l. But if th e  " p a s s a g e  of tim e" in P ro u st is only 
k now ab le  w h en  it is e x p e rien c e d , th e n  tim e is no t verifiable o u ts id e  h u m an  e x p e r ie n c e .14 
O n ce  aga in  th e  possibility of an  e n g a g e m e n t with a n  ontology not m ed ia ted  by an 
ep is tem o lo g y  d isa p p e a rs . F rank  w rites, "To e x p e rien c e  th e  p a s s a g e  of tim e, P ro u st h ad  
lea rn ed , it w a s  n e c e s s a ry  to rise  a b o u t it a n d  to g ra s p  both  p a s t a n d  'pu re  tim e.' But 
'p u re  tim e,' obviously , is no t tim e a t  all--it is p e rc e p tio n  in a  m o m en t of tim e, th a t is to  
s a y , s p a c e ."  But if "a  m om ent of tim e, that is to  say , sp a ce "  is then  a  m om ent of s p a c e , 
th e  o th e r  n a m e  for m om ent of s p a c e  is th e  point. A nd the  point is to s p a c e  w hat the 
m o m en t is to tim e: tha t which lies beyond  o r o u ts id e  s p a c e  and  tim e. T he point is pu re  
s p a c e ,  th a t is, no t s p a c e  a t all.
F rank  p riv ileges s p a c e  only w hen  h e  re fu se s  ad m issio n  to that w hich can n o t b e  
o rd e re d , to ta le d  a n d  unified. S patia lity  im plies d iffe ren ce , bu t form  im plies identity. 
Form  a r is e s  by en c lo s in g  a n d  excluding . But within a n  e n c lo su re  th e re  m ay yet b e  an  
o p en in g . T h is is why c lo se d  form s of poetry  c a n  b e  o p e n  and  o p e n  form s of poetry  c a n  b e
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c lo sed . But w h en  F rank  tu rn s to D juna B a rn e s ' R yder, h e  r e a d s  it a s  "an a n o m alo u s  
c rea tio n  from a n y  po in t of view." a  "k a le id o sco p e  of m oods a n d  sty les"  "in the  se rv ice  of 
literary  jeu  d ’esp rit."  F ran k 's  inability to  re d u c e  th e  n o v e ls ' "m o o d s  a n d  sty les" to th e  
"co m p reh en sib le  p a tte rn ” for which N ioh tw ood  Is lau d ed  blinds him to th e  su g g e s tiv e n e s s  
of h is ow n m etap h o r: k a le id o sco p e s  a re  form s th a t contain  d iffe ren ce  a n d  o p e n n e s s  within 
them . But F rank  fails to  s e e  this b e c a u s e  he  c o n ce iv es  of form a s  h o m o g en o u s  and  
to ta l iz in g .ts
F rank  c a s t ig a te s  th o se  w ho re a d  N ightw ood "simply a s  a  stylistic p h en o m en a ,"  a  
"collection of striking p a s s a g e s ,  so m e  of b rea th tak ing  quality," b e c a u s e  su ch  rea d in g s  
will n e v e r  b e  "conduc ive  to  intelligent ap p re c ia tio n  o r u n d e rs tan d in g "  until they  re a d  
N ioh tw ood  a s  first a n d  fo rem ost "a w ork of art." t7  W e u n d e rs ta n d  w orks b e c a u s e  they  
a re  fin ished  a n d  c o m p le te . T o rev ere  th e  "striking p a s s a g e s "  in N igh tw ood  is not to 
"u n d ers tan d "  th e  "work o f art," th e  w hole  th ing , th e  w hole form . A nd if it is p o ss ib le  to 
intelligently  u n d e rs ta n d  "striking p a s s a g e s "  th a t a re  "only" w o rd -g ro u p s , form s 
th em se lv e s , th e n  the  q u estio n  of read in g  N iohtw ood b e c o m e s  not a  co n tex t be tw een  p a rts  
an d  w h o les , fra g m en ts  a n d  com pletions, b u t a  s trugg le  b e tw e en  fo rm s an d  Form. F rank  
a s s u m e s  th a t th e s e  form s th em se lv es  c a n  n e v e r  he lp  u s  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  Form  u n less  w e 
yo k e  to g e th e r  all th e  fo rm s into F o rm --"the  w ork  of art"-*itself.
F ra n k 's  va lo riza tion  of Form  re q u ire s  th e  sub ju g a tio n  of bo th  th e  form s within the  
Form  a n d  th o se  form s o u tsid e  the  Form : e .g ., re a d e rs . But if th e  m o d ern ist e le v a te s  his 
Form  into th e  in stan t of m ean ing  o u ts id e  history, h e  a lso  le a v e s  o p e n  th e  question  of 
intentionally  s in c e  w h a t he  in ten d s re s id e s  with him in h istory. R e a d in g  th e  work of art 
th a t h a s  b e e n  left w ithout intention, th e  le a d e r  c h o o s e s  to d e c id e , b a s e d  o n  h is read ing , 
w h a t w a s  th e  in ten d ed  m ean ing . But F rank  n ev e r ta k e s  into a c co u n t th e  re a d e r 's  ch o ice  in 
th e s e  m atte rs . In s te a d  h e  d e c id e s  to re a d  th e  m odern ist text with th e  te n e ts  of m odern ism : 
But s o  p rec ise ly  d o  the  im ages in th is  p a s s a g e  apply  to  every th ing  th e  re a d e r  h a s  
le a rn e d  a b o u t S ain t-L oup, s o  exactly  d o  they  co m m u n ica te  th e  cen tra l im pression
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of his p ersona lity , th a t it w ould  b e  p o ssib le  to d e riv e  a  total k n o w led g e  o f his 
c h a ra c te r  so lely  from  th e  im a g e s  w ithout a ttach in g  them  to a  s e t  of ex te rn a l social 
a n d  h isto rica l d e ta ils .
But o f c o u rs e  o n e  cou ld  only know  o n e  h ad  accu m u la ted  all the  know ledge co n cern in g  Sain t- 
Loup, e v e n  if o n e  e x c lu d e s  so -c a lle d  "ex te rna l soc ia l a n d  historical d e ta ils"  (and  it is not 
c le a r  th a t o n e  cou ld  d o  th is or w hy o n e  shou ld  do  th is), only if o n e  knew  in a d v a n c e  w hat 
S a in t-L o u p 's  c h a ra c te r  in its totality "is" o r w ould "be." How cou ld  o n e  know  that o n e  
h a d  ta k e n  into a c c o u n t all th e  im a g e s  (m etap h o rs , sy m b o ls , e tc .) th a t w e re  pe rtin en t to 
th e  c h a ra c te r ?
T h e  im possibility o f th is  k n ow ledge  a lw ays c o n fin es  o n e  to  th e  fo rm s within th e  Form . 
F rank , too , will v a lo rize  the  fo rm s - th a t  is, th e  w o rd -g ro u p s , th e  im a g e s . T h e  im ag e  is 
th e  n a m e  of th e  form  in th e  Form . B e c a u s e  of th e  im a g e 's  etym ological a n d  historical 
k insh ip  to  th e  pictorial a r ts , it b e c o m e s  for F rank  a n  ex ce llen t ex am p le  of th e  
spatia liz ing  te n d e n c ie s  of m odern ism . But a t the  s a m e  tim e th e  "se rie s  of im ag es"  
th re a te n s  to  u n d erm in e  th e  spatia l form  o f the  Form . T h u s  ce rta in  im a g e s  will b e  
e le v a te d  to  th e  p la n e  of th e  sign ificant while o th e rs  will rem ain  m ere  im a g e s , "a 
co llection  of striking p a s s a g e s ."  T h e  d ifference  b e tw e e n  th e s e  two ty p es  o f im a g e s  is that 
th e  sign ificant im a g e s  will a lw ays b e  a tta c h e d  to a  third type  of form : a  p e rso n , p lace  or 
th ing . T h e s e  fo rm s a re  a rra n g e d  in a  h ierarchy , th e ir im p o rtan ce  d e te rm in e d  by the  
e x te n t to  which th ey  su b s u m e  o th e r  fo rm s, o r  to p u t it a n o th e r  w ay, th e  e x te n t to which 
le s s  sign ificant fo rm s c o n g re g a te  a ro u n d  them . W hen  F rank  w rites, "The d ram a tic  p o e t .
. .  d e fin ed  both  physica l a n d  psycho log ical a sp e c ts  of c h a ra c te r  a t o n e  stro k e , in an  im age 
o r  a s  s e r ie s  o f im a g e s ,"  c h a ra c te r  is h e re  the  form  a ro u n d  w hich o th e r  f o r m s - im a g e s -  
co llect. T h e  m ore im a g e s  th a t a re  a tta c h e d  to th a t c h a ra c te r  the  m ore  im portan t th e  
c h a ra c te r .1 9
F rank  c la im s th a t " im ag es  a n d  sy m b o ls  . . . m u st b e  re fe rred  to  e a c h  o th e r  spatia lly  
th ro u g h o u t th e  tim e-ac t o f read ing ." W hy not tem p o ra lly ?  Is it b e c a u s e  th e  "tim e-act of
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rea d in g "  is irrev ers ib le  w hile referra l th ro u g h  s p a c e  is re v e rs ib le ?  But in so fa r a s  
th e s e  " im ag es  a n d  sym bo ls"  a re  a c cu m u la te d  by th e  r e a d e r  only during read ing--w hich  is 
ir r e v e r s ib le - i t  s e e m s  c le a r  th a t re fe rra l is a lso  irre v e rs ib le , h e n c e  te m p o ra l, h e n c e  
n o t s p a tia l .20 T h e  possib ility  of re v e rs a l  implicit in re fe rra l spatia lly  h a s  a  crucial 
function  for F rank . It is e s se n tia l  to th e  constitu tion  of c h a ra c te r , for w hile a  c h a ra c te r  
m ay  a p p e a r  in a  novel a t  specific  p la c e s , it is p ro b ab le  th a t  so m e  of th e  im a g e s  th a t a ttach  
th e m se lv e s  to th e  c h a ra c te r  will a p p e a r  b e tw e en  an d  e v e n  a fte r th e  las t a p p e a ra n c e  of the  
c h a ra c te r . For F rank , referral m u st b e  sp a tia l a n d  rev ers ib le  s o  he  c a n  a c c o u n t for the  
c o n c e p t of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n . O th erw ise  c h a ra c te r  d is so lv e s  u n d e r th e  p ro liferation  of 
m e re  im a g e s , m ere  "striking p a s s a g e s ."  T h u s  in the  c o n te x t of N io h tw ood . it is 
c h a ra c te r , an d  not la n g u a g e , th a t is v a lo rized  by F rank:
At first s ig h t Dr. O 'C o n n o r's  brilliant a n d  fan ta s tic  m o n o lo g u es  s e e m  to d o m in a te  
th e  book  . . . b u t th e  cen tra l figu re--the  figure a ro u n d  w hom  th e  situa tion  
re v o lv e s - is  in reality  Robin V ote . . . From  th e s e  d e sc rip tio n s  w e  beg in  to 
rea lize  th a t R obin  sym bo lizes a  s ta te  of e x is te n c e  w hich is befo re , ra th e r  than 
beyond , g o o d  a n d  evil. S h e  is bo th  innocent an d  d e p ra v e d -m e e t  of child an d  
d e s p e ra d o -p re c is e ly  b e c a u s e  s h e  h a s  not re a c h e d  th e  hum an  s ta te  w h ere  m oral 
v a lu e s  b e c o m e  re lev an t.21 
T h e  cen traliza tion  of R obin  V ote not only co n tin u e s  th e  m odern ist p rog ram  to s e e k  a  
c e n te r  w h ere  th ings ho ld , bu t a lso  g o e s  h and -in -hand  with th e  centrality  of th e  im age  pe r 
s e .  T h e  c h a ra c te r  is a  rep lica  of th e  im a g e -re c a ll  its  pictorial a s so c ia tio n -w h ile  
m o n o lo g u es  c a n n o t b e  pictorialized s in c e  th ey  p ro ceed  th rough  tim e. T he opposition  of 
c h a ra c te r  a n d  m o n o lo g u e  rep lica tes  an d  d e p e n d s  on  th e  prior opposition  of pa in ting 's  
sp a tia lity  a n d  la n g u a g e 's  tem porality .
T h o u g h  R obin V ote  is, for F rank , th e  c en tra l c h a ra c te r , form  a n d  im age , h e r  lack of 
"m oral v a lu e s ,"  h e r  p re -h u m a n n e s s , th re a te n s  F ran k 's  idea liza tion  of h e r  c e n tra l form. 
T h e  recas tin g  of Robin V ote a s  th e  h u m an -p re -h u m an  elic its w hat F rank  m e a n s  to be
p a ra d o x ic a l -a s  o p p o s e d  to c o n tr a d ic to ry -a s s e s s m e n ts  of h e r  c h a ra c te r . T h u s , "Robin 
is a t  o n c e  com ple te ly  egotistical y e t  lacking in a  s e n s e  of h e r  ow n identity." Insofar a s  
th is  s ta te m e n t  c o lla p s e s  F rank 's  a s s e s s m e n t  of Robin with h e r  inability to  a s s e s s  herse lf, 
it is pa ten tly  an th ro p o m o rp h ic  s in c e  F rank  h a s  ju s t s ta te d  th a t s h e  " h a s  not re a c h e d  the 
h u m an  s ta te  w h e re  m oral v a lu e s  b e c o m e  relevan t."  W h e th e r  "ego tis tica l” is  descrip tive  
o r  p rescrip tive , it im p arts  to R obin  a  m oral s tig m a  th a t s h e  sh o u ld  no t su ffer. T he 
sign ificance  of th is  m arking b e c o m e s  a p p a re n t, how ever, w h en  w e  re a d  F ran k 's  
d isc u ss io n  of R o b in 's  am oral a n d  "am orphous"  constitu tion . F ra n k 's  an th ropom orph ism  
is p rovoked  by th e  th re a t p o s e d  by h e r  am orality  a n d  th u s , for Frank , h e r  ahum anity . 
T h is  ah u m an ity  c a n n o t b e  c a p tu re d  in any  kind of fram e. It su ffu se s  N ioh tw ood . it 
s p r e a d s  th ro u g h o u t th e  text a n d  (d is-)co lo rs  every th ing  a n d  e v e ry o n e  a s so c ia te d  with 
R obin  V ote. V ote’s  ahum an ity  ta k e s  on  the  im a g e le ss , fo rm less , tem poraliz ing  c h a ra c te r  
of th a t which e x c e e d s  even  lan g u ag e :
If Robin cou ld  h av e  found so m e o n e  to tell h e r  s h e  w a s  innocen t, s h e  w ould have 
found so m e o n e  w ho h a d  ra ise d  h e r to the  level of the  h u m a n -s o m e o n e  w ho had  
g iven  h e r  "perm ission  to  live" a s  a  h um an  be ing , no t m erely  a s  an  a m o rp h o u s 
m a s s  of m oral p o ss ib ility . ^  (e m p h a s is  m ine)
T h e  elevation  to th e  p lan e  of th e  h u m an  en ta ils  th e  a c c e ss io n  to th e  fram e of lan g u ag e , the 
form  of m orality, both  of which a re , h e re , dual a s p e c ts  of th e  s a m e  p h e n o m e n o n : "Felix 
fails with R obin [sh e  will no t lis ten  to  him], ju st a s  do  th e  o th e rs  w ho try to provide h e r  
w ith a  m oral framework."23 Robin is "innocent" b e c a u s e  s h e  h a s  y e t to b e  to ld  so . No o n e  
is a b le  to  "tell her" b e c a u s e  th e  telling of in n o cen ce  is its negation . T o b e  a w a re  of o n e 's  
in n o cen ce --to  know  w h a t o n e  d o e s  not know*-is no longer to b e  innocen t. In n o cen ce  is 
n o s ta lg ic  insofar a s  it c a n  only b e  rem e m b e red ; it is a  m yth c o n s tru c te d  a  posteriori. 
In n o ce n c e , like e g o tism , is o n e  m o re  p a rt of a  "m oral fram ew ork." It b e lo n g s  to lan g u ag e , 
form , im ag e , h u m a n . Y et a s  m yth it is p re - la n g u a g e , p re-fo rm , p re - im a g e , p re -h u m an ; 
it is  a te m p o ra l, n o n -sp a tia l, fro zen  in an  " in s tan t of tim e."
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T he m oral im perative  is a t  w ork a t  every  level of F ran k 's  c o m m en ta ry .
J e n n y 's  re la tionsh ip  to R obin differs from  th o se  o f Felix a n d  N ora , for sh e  h a s  no 
Intuition o f R ob in 's  p a th e tic  m oral e m p tin e s s . . . .  To fall from  N ora  to  Jen n y --to  
e x c h a n g e  th e  m oral w orld of o n e  for th e  m oral world of th e  o th e r - i s  only too 
convincing  a  proof th a t Robin h a s  failed to acq u ire  any  s ta n d a rd s  o f v a l u e d  
T h a t w hich  h a s  no  in te rnal reg u la tin g  c e n te r- - th a t is, no  "m oral fram ew ork" o r 
" s ta n d a rd s  o f va lue"--is , for F rank , exactly  th e  c e n te r  of N ig h tw o o d . At th e  h e a rt of 
B a rn e s ' nove l is Instability , b u t a n  instability  th a t h a s  b e e n  in te rio rized  within a  form , a  
c h a ra c te r :  R obin V ote. P e rh a p s  w h a t both  fa s c in a te s  a n d  p e rtu rb s  F rank  is th a t Robin 
V o te 's  e x te rio r a n d  interior, h e r  hum anity  a n d  ahum an ity , can  n e v e r  co in c id e . B etw een  
them  is th e  f is su re  in w hich F rank  finds a  s p a c e  for h is d isc o u rse . But th is  s p a c e  is 
n e v e r  s a tu ra te d ;  In it co m m en ta ry  c a n  g o  o n  indefinitely. If th e re  is a  f issu re  a t  the  
c e n te r  of th e  c e n te r  of N ightw ood. th is m odern ist novel m u st n o n e th e le s s  invoke ba lan ce . 
N io h tw o o d  m u s t e n d  with its c e n te r , for h o w ev er irreconcilab le  th e  split within the  
n o v e l's  ce n tra l form , unity m u st b e  p re se rv e d  a t  th e  level of the  Form : "S ince  the  doctor 
is no t the  c e n te r  of th e  p a tte rn  in N igh tw ood . th e  novel c a n n o t e n d  m erely  with his last 
appearance."25 T h e  cen ter--R ob in  Vote--will h a v e  b e e n  th e  e n d  in a d v a n c e . B alance  
im plies a n d  e n ta ils  th is  te leo logy .
*  *  *
O ne critical co m m o n p lace  am o n g  m any  is th a t th e  m odern ist c r e a te s  a rt a s  an  a ttem p t 
to  o v e rco m e  tem porality . O f c o u rs e , o n e  c a n  tra c e  th is  th e m e - th e  v a g a rie s  of 
e x p e rien c e  re d e e m e d  in th e  p e rm a n e n c e  of a r t- fro m  S h a k e s p e a re ’s  s o n n e ts  to 
W ordsw orth 's  m ed ita tio n s  an d  P o u n d 's  c a n to s , th e s e  being  m erely  th re e  exem plary  
m o m en ts  in th is  trad ition . But F rank 's  a rg u m en t is th a t th e  m o d ern is t is th e  first to c a s t 
th is  th em e  se lf-co n sc io u s ly  in th e  fo rm --as o p p o s e d  to th e  c o n te n t -o f  h is  work. T he 
p re se n ta tio n  itse lf a tte m p ts  a  blow  a g a in s t tim e: F rank  s e e s  in th e  p las tic  a r ts  the 
m an ifesta tio n  o f th e  a tem porality  to w hich m o d ern is t literatu re  a s p ire s . B e c a u s e
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m o d ern ism  radically  fo reg ro u n d s  sp a tia l form , it b e c o m e s  a  litera tu re  of flat su rfa c e s . 
C o n co m itan t with th is  reduction  of "ordinary" th ree -d im en sio n a lity  is th e  reduc tion  of 
"n a tu ra l"  r e p re s e n ta t io n s  (n a tu ra lism ) to  n o n -n a tu ra l r e p re s e n ta t io n s  (non- 
n a tu ra lism ):
W orringer a rg u e s  th a t  w e h av e  h e re  a  fu n d am en ta l polarity b e tw e e n  two d istinct ty p es  
of c re a tio n  in the  p las tic  a rts
[natu ralistic  a n d  non[natu ralistic ]. And, m o st im portan t of all, n e ith e r  c a n  b e  se t 
up a s  th e  norm  to  which th e  o th e r  m ust adhere.26  
W ith th e  a d v e n t of non -n a tu ra lism  th e re  e x is ts  two d istinc t form s of a rt tha t, though  
implicit critical rea c tio n s  to  o n e  a n o th e r , c a n  n e v e r  ju d g e  o n e  a n o th e r  by ap pealing  to a  
n o rm . M oreover, a  n ew  critical v o c a b u la ry  will b e  req u ired  by n o n -n a tu ra lism , for 
un like th e  p re m ise s  o f refe ren tia lity  underly ing  n a tu ra lism  a n d  its critical lex icon , non- 
n a tu ra lism --a n d  by in fe ren c e , th e  critical d isc o u rse  th a t sh o u ld  a c c o m p a n y  i t - c lo s e s  
o u t referentiality  a n d  o p e n s  itself u p  to its ow n sui g e n e ris  p o w ers :
Riegl h ad  a rg u e d  th a t th e  im pu lse  to c rea tio n  in th e  p las tic  a r ts  w a s  no t primarily 
a n  u rge  tow ard  th e  imitation o f th e  o rg an ic  w orld. In stead , h e  p o s tu la te d  w hat w e 
c a lle d  a n  a b s o lu te  w ill-to -art, o r  b e t te r  still, w ill-to -form .2 7 
W ith a  m ove that is p e rh a p s  the  origin o f th e  critique of m o d ern ism 's  a lienation  from a  
w orld it v iew s a t  b e s t  with ind iffe rence , W orringer, s a y s  F rank , t ra c e s  th e  d e v e lo p m en t 
of n o n -natu ra lis tic  a rt to  th e  d isin teg ra tio n  of th e  o ld  o rd e r  of th e  world:
N aturalism , W orringer po in ts  o u t, a lw ays h a s  b e e n  c re a te d  by c u ltu res  th a t h a v e  
ach iev ed  an  equilibrium  b e tw e en  m an  an d  the  c o s m o s  . . .  w hen  the  relationship  
b e tw een  m an  a n d  th e  c o sm o s  is o n e  of d isharm ony  a n d  disequilibrium  w e find that 
non-organ ic , linear, geom etric  s ty le s  a re  a lw ays p ro d u ce d  . . .  th e  d o m in an ce  of 
th e  p lan e  in all ty p e s  of p las tic  a rt.28 
T h e  excision  of th e  third d im ension  is, for Frank , th e  excision  of th e  w orld of tim e:
"S in ce  lite ra tu re  is a  tim e-art, w e sha ll ta k e ’ o u r po in t of d e p a r tu re  from W orringer's
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d isc u ss io n  of th e  d is a p p e a ra n c e  of d e p th  in n o n -natu ra lis tic  s ty le s ."29 T he  conflation of 
th e  w orld of tim e with th e  w orld  of th ree  d im e n s io n s  m a k e s  tim e an  effect of s p a c e -  
E in s te in 's  u n iv e rs e -w h ic h  is w hy F rank  c a n  claim  th a t  th e  "p lastic  a r ts  h a v e  b e e n  m ost 
sp a tia l w hen  th ey  did not re p re s e n t th e  s p a c e  d im ension  a n d  le a s t sp a tia l w hen  they
did ."30
F rank  u n d e rsc o re s  th e  co n v en tio n a l w isdom  th a t tim e is a  b u rd en  for th e  a rtist by 
writing th a t "con tem porary  a rt a n d  literatu re  h a v e , e a c h  in its ow n w ay , a tte m p te d  to 
o v e rc o m e  th e  tim e e le m en ts  involved in th e ir ow n s tru c tu re s ."  Of c o u rse , w h a t is being  
a tte m p te d  is th e  overcom ing  n o t of tim e a s  a  c o n c e p t bu t tim e co n ce iv ed  a s  a  linear 
phenom enon :
T im e is no  longer felt a s  a n  ob jec tive  c a u sa l  p ro g re ss io n  with c learly  m ark ed -o u t 
d iffe ren ces  b e tw e en  p e rio d s ; now it h a s  b e c o m e  a  con tinuum  in w hich d istinctions 
b e tw een  p a s t a n d  p re se n t a re  w iped ou t.31 
T h is  v iew  o f tim e in m odern ist w orks r e p e a ts  m o st of th e  critical w ork on  the  
m o d e rn is ts . T h u s  th e  sp a tia l com plex ity , c ro s s - re fe re n c e , a n d  ab o v e -b e lo w  
jux taposition  o f high-low  cu ltu ral a rtifac ts  in U lv s s e s . T h e  W a ste  L an d , a n d  T h e  C a n to s , 
for e x a m p le , a re  re a d  a s  p a rt of the  d e s ire  for th e  e te rn a l p re se n t p re s e n c e  of p a s t  an d  
f u tu r e .
F ra n k 's  read in g  of th e  rela tive  im p o rtan ce  a n d  u n im p o rtan ce  of, re sp ec tiv e ly , s p a c e  
a n d  tim e in m odern ism  en ta ils  tha t h e  c o n s id e r  the  h istorical a n d  cultural a n a lo g u e  of 
sp a tia l form , a n d  g iven  th e  sign ificance  he  g ra n ts  to the  pictorial a r ts , it is not 
su rp ris in g  th a t th e  m u seu m  a s  institution is m o d ern ism 's  p re d e c e s s o r :  "The rea l 
m u se u m  e m e rg e d  on the  s c e n e  only in th e  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry , w hen  art finally b e c a m e  
d e ta c h e d  from  an y  relig ious o r cu ltural e x tra -a e s th e tic  v a lu e . . . ."32 But th is s e e m s  
tru e  only in a  m o st overt a n d  superfic ial s e n s e .  T he d isp la c em e n t of th e  a rt ob jec t from 
its h istorical m ilieu d o e s  not m e a n  th a t it is th e reb y  p lac e d  into a n  ah isto rica l co n tex t. 
T h e  m u se u m  c o n c e a ls  its a tta c h m e n t to  bo th  relig ious a n d  cultural "e x tra -a e s th e tic
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va lu e ."  M oreover, th e  a e s th e tic  itse lf is fo rm u la ted  w ithin cu ltu re  a t  sp ec ific  h istorical 
m o m e n ts  by " e x tra -a e s th e tic  va lu e ."
F ran k 's  re lu c ta n c e  to adm it th e  fo rc e s  of h istory  into the  p rov ince  of th e  a rt work 
tu rn s  a b o u t fac e  w h en  h e  d is c u s s e s  th e  N ew  Critics in th e  latter half of h is  book. He 
d e fe n d s  their w ork by rem inding  u s  of th e  cu ltu ral a n d  historical c o n te x ts  in which they  
w ro te :
It shou ld  n e v e r  b e  forgotten  th a t m any  of th e  positions of th e  N ew  Criticism  w ere  
th ra s h e d  o u t in p o lem ic s  w ith M arxists o r M arx ist-in fluenced  o p p o n e n ts  during 
th e  T h irties; a n d  it is cu rious tha t th e  very  w riters w ho a tta c k  th e  N ew  Criticism  
in th e  n a m e  of h istory  sh o u ld  n e v e r  h a v e  tried  to in te rp re t its p o s itio n s  in their 
h isto rica l co n te x t. F a c e d  with th e  a tte m p t to a p p ro p ria te  lite ra tu re  for purely  
soc ia l a n d  p ro p ag a n d is tic  p u rp o se s , it w a s  only natu ra l for th e  N ew  C ritics, 
d efend ing  th e  au tonom y a n d  integrity of a rt, to e x a g g e ra te  a n d  o v e re m p h as iz e  its 
purity a n d  in d e p e n d e n c e  from  im m edia te  soc ia l an d  political c o n c e rn s . T he 
c o n c en tra tio n  o f criticism  on  "form" w a s  a  n a tu ra l re su lt of th is  reac tio n , w hich 
w a s  b a s e d  on  the  belief th a t th e  d e fe n s e  of th e  freedom  of art w a s  itself a  vital 
so c ia l im p e ra tiv e .33
T his rev iew  s e rv e s  a s  a  co rrec tive  to, no t a n  e x c u se  of, ah isto ric ism . But if I a sc rib e  
th e s e  sen tim e n ts  to  F rank  w ho, h e re , s e e m s  to  reco g n ize  th e  rela tive au tonom y  of art, it 
is to u n d e rsc o re  w hat h e  h a s , n e v e rth e le ss , sa id  a b o u t m odern ism  an d  th e  m useum , 
re m a rk s  tha t s e e m  to  bo th  d e sc r ib e  a n d  uphold a  belief in th e  a b so lu te  au tonom y  of art.
N o w --n ear th e  e n d  of h is  b o o k - th e r e  is an  explicit m o v em en t in F ra n k 's  a rg u m en t 
from  d escrip tion  to  p resc rip tio n . Art is p riv ileged  rela tive  to  h u m an  e x p e rie n c e . T h u s 
F ran k  p a ra p h ra s e s  with app rova l R. P. B lackm ur's  a n d  th e  o th e r  N ew  C ritics ' 
h ie ra rch iz in g  of p o e try  re la tive  to  criticism : "P o e try , in o th e r  w o rd s , d e a ls  with th e  
ac tu a l b e c a u s e  it d e a ls  with though t s o  fa r a s  it c o m e s  alive a s  ex p e rien c e  of feeling; 
critical p ro se  ca n  e x p re s s  a b s tra c t id e a s  o r id ea ls , in d ep e n d e n t of th e ir em otional
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a c t u a l i t y .”34 B e c a u s e  th e  critic's id e a s  o r idea ls  can n o t h a v e  the  kind of a c c e s s  to 
"em otional actuality" a s  th e  p o e t 's , th e  critic is fo rced  to  inhabit a  plurality of 
p e rs p e c tiv e s  from  w hich to g a u g e  th e  a rt w ork 's e n c o u n te r  with e x p e rie n c e . This 
plurality of p e rs p e c tiv e s  effectively  n e g a te s  th e  possib ility  of privileging a n y  o n e  
p e rsp e c tiv e . T his s tra te g y  is th e  d ep lo y m en t an d  valo rization  of irony. F rank  p ra ise s  
B lackm ur fo r exem plify ing  th e  ironic p o s tu re  b e tte r  th a n  m ost:
In L a n g u a g e  a s  G e s tu re , th is im aginative a p p ro a c h  to doc trine  is still u se d  largely 
a s  a  critical w orking princip le. Mr. B lackm ur w a s  d e te rm in e d  n o t to fall into th e  
e rro r o f v a rio u s  k inds of ideo log ica l critics, w ho  a n a ly z e d  an d  e v a lu a te d  
lite ra tu re  in te rm s  of th e ir  a g re e m e n t o r d isa g re e m e n t with its " id e a s .” But it is 
revea ling  to  s e e  Mr. B lackm ur genera liz ing  th is  im aginative a p p ro a c h , a n d  
app ly ing  it n o t only to  litera tu re  b u t a t all a tte m p ts  to in te rp re t th e  m ean ing  of 
e x p e rie n c e . In "A C ritic 's J o b  of W ork," h e  p ra is e s  th e  skep tic ism  a n d  d ram atic  
irony of th e  early  P la to  a n d  of M ontaigne b e c a u s e  n e ither w ish e s  to b e  fixed in any  
d o c tr in e . And Mr. B lackm ur's  sy m p a th y  with su c h  w riters, it is c le a r , s te m s  
from  h is  ow n facility in im aginatively  en te rin g  a n y  fram ew ork  of id e a s  without 
feeling  ob liged  to c o m e  to te rm s  with it liberally a s  doctrine. . . . Any p e rsp e c tiv e  
th u s  b e c o m e s  trag ic  w h en , in s te a d  of be ing  u s e d  to  illum inate s o m e  particu lar 
a re a  of e x p e rien c e , it is clung to d e sp e ra te ly  a s  a n  a b so lu te  a n d  literal truth 35 
All of th is is m e a n t to  d e v a lu e  th e  critic a n d  his p ro se  to  th e  p o e t a n d  his v e rs e  b e c a u s e  
th e  fo rm er e x p re s s e s  only " id eas  o r  idea ls"  while th e  la tte r  e x p re s s e s  "em otional 
ac tua lity .” B ut in fact p o e try  is m ore  v a lu ab le  th an  criticism  only from  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  
of h um an  e x p e rie n c e . C oncern in g  tru th -v a lu es  criticism  is m ore v a lu a b le  th an  poetry . 
T h e  critic h a s  a c c e s s  to th e  tru th -value o f the  e x p e rie n c e  e x p re s s e d  by th e  p o e t. The 
critic e x tra c ts  a n d  exh ib its  th e  tru th  from  th e  ironic p o s tu re s  he a d o p ts  re la tive  to the  
"form" of th e  m o d ern  poem . Truth a r is e s  a s  a n  effect of irony an d  rev ea ls  irony a s  the  
tru th  of th e  m o d ern  p o e m . T h a t th is  tru th  is ju s t a n o th e r  term  in th e  critical lexicon c a n
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n e v e r  b e  a s s e r te d  s in ce  to d o  s o  would b e  to q u estio n  the  critic 's in d ep e n d e n c e  from 
ideology.
Irony is th e  critical figure p a r  e x c e lle n c e  for F rank  b e c a u s e  it s e rv e s  to bo th  thw art 
th e  ideologically  " su sp e c t” like Jo y c e , L aw rence, a n d  M ann a s  well a s  n eu tra lize  the  
ideologically  "p rob lem atic” like Eliot a n d  P o u n d . Irony a n c h o rs  a r t  am id s t th e  shifting 
t id e s  of h istory  a n d  p re s e rv e s  th e  s ta tu s  q u o  a t  every  level of e x p e rie n c e . Irony is th u s  
o rd e r  a n d  form . "T h ese  n a m e s  [Joyce , Y e a ts , Eliot, M ann] sh o w  th a t Mr. B lackm ur is not 
o n  th e  s id e  o f a n y  particu la r orthodoxy, b u t h e  is o n  th e  s id e  of th e  h u m an  effort intrinsic 
to  th e  o rd e r  of a rt itself."36 Irony is th u s  th e  rhetorical n a m e  o f sp a tia l form .
F rank  c o n c lu d e s  h is e s s a y  by sparring  with Lionet Trilling w ho  a rg u e s  th a t " th e se  
critics a re  [not] a s  fre e  from  ideology a s  th e y  p re te n d ; in rea lity  th e ir so -c a lle d  
a e s th e tic  ju d g m e n ts  a re  profoundly  s te e p e d  in c o n c e a le d  cultural p re fe re n c e s  a n d  m oral 
a s s u m p tio n s ." 37 F ran k 's  p red ic tab le  re s p o n s e  is to  re trea t to  th e  g re a t  div ide h e  h a s  
c a rv e d  b e tw e e n  a rt an d  non-art:
No political ideology of an y  kind c a n  c o m p e te  with lite ra tu re  in the  de licacy  of its 
reac tio n  to  h u m an  e x p e rien c e . E ven Mr. Trilling w ould  a g re e  th a t h is  favorite, 
E d m u n d  B urke, w hom  h e  s o  often  q u o te s  with app rova l, hard ly  rivals W ordsw orth  
in th e  ra n g e  of h is r e s p o n s e s  to th e  F rench  Revolution. In o rd er w ords, Mr. 
Trilling 's criticism  of th e  liberal im ag ina tion  re v e a le d  no th ing  lh a t w a s  not 
equa lly  tru e  of a n y  politics th a t s e ts  itself u p  a s  a  total v iew  of h u m an  reality; an d  
h e  ac tua lly  c ritic izes  politics from  th e  po in t of view  of a r t , a  point of view  
happily  free  from  th e  limiting con d itio n s  of all political a c tio n . Yet by confining 
his criticism  to th e  liberal im ag ination , a n d  not e x te n d in g  it to politics in 
g e n e ra l, Mr. Trilling im plied th a t h is  v iew s h a d  im m ed ia te  prac tica l a n d  political 
re le v a n c e .38
W alled  up  in th e  tow ering  form  of art th e  c ritic 's  " id e a s  o r  ideals"  a re  im poten t a n d  
irre levan t. All h e  c a n  do  is p ra ise  th e  a rc h ite c ts  of his im prisonm en t a n d  sc o rn  th o se
90
w ho in sis t th a t th e  foundation  of h is insularity r e s ts  on  p roperty  on  w hich ta x e s  m u st be 
paid .
♦  *  *
T he p ro b lem s th a t the  c o n c e p t of spatia l form  g ive  rise  to a re  p re s e n t  today . In a  
re c e n t an th o lo g y  in h o m ag e  to  F rank , S patia l Form  In N arra tive , th e s e  p ro b lem s begin  
with th e  e d ito rs  th e m se lv e s  39 T h u s , on  th e  o n e  h a n d , Jeffrey R. S m itten  cau tiously  
o b s e rv e s  tha t, "As u s e d  in th is  book  'spatia l form ' in its s im p lest s e n s e  d e s ig n a te s  the  
te c h n iq u e s  by w hich no v e lis ts  su b v e rt th e  ch rono log ica l s e q u e n c e  in h eren t in narrative."  
But sp a tia l form  a lso  "e m b ra c e s  bo th  a  s e t  of na rra tiv e  tec h n iq u es  a n d  th e  read ing  
p ro c e s s  itself."40 O nce  aga in  it b e c o m e s  a  m atte r  of th e  form of te c h n iq u e s , th e  form of a  
p ro c e ss , how  w h a t is c lo sed  c a n  ac co u n t for w hat is o p e n .
Behind th e  d e s ire  to e n c lo se  th e  read ing  p ro c e s s  a n d  narrative te c h n iq u e s  is th e  v a lue  
of limits a n d  o rd e r . Inasm uch  a s  sp a tia l form "d e s ig n a te s"  a n d  "em b rac e s ,"  it delim its 
th e  narra tive  te c h n iq u e s  that p r e c e d e  it an d  th e  field of reading  w hich follows it. Finding 
th e m se lv e s  in m e d ia s  res , b e tw e e n  th e  artist a n d  re a d e r , spatia l form  th eo ris ts  w ould be 
sa tis fied , for th e  privileging o f th e  a rtist o v e r th e  critic is a  v a lu e  d eep ly  e n tre n c h e d  in 
literary th eo ry . But re a d e rs  a n d  read in g s  p re c e d e  a n d  follow th e  e s ta b lish m e n t of spatia l 
form . In th is  s c e n a r io  the  s ta k e s  a re  high. It b e c o m e s  n e c e s s a ry  to  reign in "errant" 
read in g s  a n d  th eo ries  tha t e x c e e d  in ad v a n ce  th e  territory to b e  s ta k e d  o u t by be la ted  
spatia l form  th eo ris ts : "W hat is th e  n e e d  tha t 'S p a tia l Form  in M odern  L iterature ' m e e ts?  
It is th e  r e a d e r 's  a n d  critic 's n e e d  to  s e e  united  u n d e r  a  sing le rubric th re e  fundam en ta l 
a s p e c ts  of n a rra tiv e : la n g u a g e , s tru c tu re  a n d  re a d e r  percep tion ."  T h e  sp a tia l form 
th eo rist m u st p u t mto a b e y a n c e  th e  co n stru c tiv e  im plication of "percep tion" d e sp ite  its 
a p p a re n t eq u a lity  h e re . If it is tru e  th a t th e  su p p re s s io n  of "cau sa l/tem p o ra l 
co n n ec tiv es"  p rev en t th e  r e a d e r  from  locating "c h a ra c te rs  and  e v e n ts  in s p a c e  an d  time," 
it is a lso  true  th a t  the  re a d e r  will o ften  im agine a  s p a c e  and  tim e for th o se  c h a ra c te rs  and  
e v e n ts . W hen  S m itten  d raw s e x a m p le s  from T he W a ste  Land to sh o w  th e  paucity  of
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specific  p la c e s  a n d  tim e s , h e  ig n o res  th e  fac t tha t th e  g e n e ra l p la c e s  ("S um m er su rp rised  
u s , com ing  o v e r  th e  S ta ru d e rg e rse e " )  a n d  tim e ("April is th e  c ru e le s t m onth") function 
a s  sk e le ta l fra m es  o n  w hich the  re a d e r  im aginatively  c o n s tru c ts  a  world of s p a c e  an d  
t im e .41
S m itte n 's  inability to  im ag ine  the  co n stru c tiv e  p o w ers  of th e  read ing  p ro c e s s  le a d s  
him  to con fla te  read in g  with u n d e rs ta n d in g . W hen h e  w rites  th a t "The un its  of n arra tive , 
in F ran k 's  w ords, m u st b e  s e e n  a s  ju x ta p o se d  in s p a c e s ,  no t unrolling in tim e," the  
su b ju n c tiv e  im pera tive  ("m ust b e  se en "), e v e n  if a sc r ib e d  to  F rank , is  no t co inc iden ta l. 
H e re , u n d e rs ta n d in g  is s e e in g . But th e  p o w e r o f the  im ag e  (the  "units of narrative") 
lu re s  S m itten  into tak ing  th e  ana logy  b e tw e e n  "seeing" with th e  m ind (u n d ers tan d in g  a s  
"I se e" )  a n d  se e in g  with th e  e y e  for an a c tu a l com m utative  re la tionsh ip . But o n e  c a n  s e e  
w ithout u n d ers tan d in g  a n d  o n e  c a n  u n d e rs ta n d  without se e in g . M oreover, se e in g  an d  
u n d e rs tan d in g  a re  p ro c e s s e s ;  th ey  do  unroll in tim e. And th e  s a m e  ca n  b e  sa id  for "units 
of narra tive"  which a re  re a d  "unrolling in tim e" e v e n  a s  th e y  a re  " ju x tap o sed  in space."42
T h e  "units of narra tive"  a re  priv ileged by sp a tia l form theo ry  only so  they  c a n  b e  s e t  
into a  p a tte rn  within th e  totality of th e  w ork: "W hen th e s e  d e p a r tu re s  ['from a  p u re  
tem porality '] a re  g re a t e n o u g h , th e  co n v en tio n a l c a u sa l/te m p o ra l sy n tax  of th e  novel is 
d isru p ted  a n d  th e  re a d e r  m u st work out a  n ew  o n e  by considering  th e  novel a s  a  w hole in a  
m o m en t of tim e."43 If it s e e m s  con trad icto ry  to s a y  that th e  r e a d e r  c o n s tru c ts  a  new  
"cau sa l/tem p o ra l syn tax" by  "considering  th e  novel a s  a  w h o le  in a  m om ent of tim e," it is 
b e c a u s e  Sm itten  h a s  in m ind two c o n c ep ts : tim e a n d  tem porality . T h e  la tter o c c u rs  
within th e  o th er. T im e is an  " instan t of tim e," which is tim e in th e  form  of an  e te rn a l 
p re s e n c e . H ere, read ing  a n d  u n ders tand ing  d o  no t co inc ide. (Tem poral) read in g  ta k e s  
p lac e  within (spatial) u n d e rs ta n d in g . U n d ers tan d in g  w ould h a v e  h a d  to p re c e d e  read ing ; 
sp a tia l form  w ould h a v e  h a d  to p re c e d e  its "discovery" by th eo ris ts  read in g  in a  certa in  
w ay . F o r if the  o p p o s ite  w e re  true , if u n d e rs tan d in g  took p la c e  b e c a u s e  of read ing , then  
u n d ers tan d in g  w ould go  on  indefinitely b e c a u s e  read ing  g o e s  o n  indefinitely. No longer
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w ould  th e re  b e  a n  o p e n  p ro c e s s  (read ing) within a  c lo se d  p ro d u ct (u n d ers tan d in g ), the  
sp a tia liz e d  "instant" of u n d e rs ta n d in g  w ould b e  unco iled  a n d  s tru n g  o u t indefinitely by the  
tem p o ra lity  of rea d in g . T h e  sp a tia l form  th eo ris t c a n  p ro te c t th e  integrity of th e  in stan t 
on ly  by  a b s tra c tin g  from  tem porality  th e  m etap h y sica l c o n c e p t of tim e.44
in th e  s a m e  an tho logy , Ann D aghistany  a n d  J .  J .  Jo h n so n  d e m o n s tra te  th is  ten d en cy  in 
th e ir  e s s a y  "R om antic Irony, S pa tia l Form  a n d  J o y c e 's  U ly s s e s ." T hey  w rite that the  
r e a d e r  "m ust be  ab le  to  s e e  any  even t in the  co n tex t of the  narra tive  a s  a  w hole." This 
a b s tra c tio n  from th e  "un its of narrative" to "the n a rra tiv e  a s  a  w hole" s te m s  from "the 
im m e n se  spiritual d re a d  of sp a c e ,"  a  d re a d  b a s e d  on  th e  d isp lay  of tem porality  by s p a c e . 
A s a n ti- re p re se n ta tio n , a b s tra c tio n  is b o u n d  to c lo su re , to  form , s in c e  th e  fo rec lo su re  of 
re p re s e n ta tio n s  of th e  w orld delim its th e  function of tem porality . A bstrac tion  thus  
a r r e s ts  th e  e x p a n sio n  o f s p a c e - s p a t ia l i ty - in to  th e  four d im e n s io n s  o f th e  E inste in ian  
w o r ld .45
Form  is c lo su re . W ith th e  p o ss ib le  excep tion  of D ada , a rt m o v em en ts  c o n c e rn e d  with 
e x p lo rin g  all k in d s o f a b s t r a c t io n -S u r re a l is m , S y m b o lism , C u b ism , e tc . ,- fo re g ro u n d  
p ro b le m s  o f form a n d  c lo su re : "For W orringer, a b s trac tio n  d e p e n d s  on  c lo s e d n e s s :  all 
f a c e ts  o f th e  individual o b jec t a re  re p re s e n te d  in a  c lo se d  p lan im etric  w hole." And thus 
"D read  of s p a c e  h a s  b e e n  rep la ce d  by d re a d  of tim e; th e  aim  of e a c h  artist is to  red u ce  the 
w orld o f o b je c ts  to a  c lo s e d  tem poral w hole."46 It is no t th a t d re a d  of s p a c e  h a s  b e e n  
re p la c e d ; if anyth ing  it is b o th  a  d re a d  of spatiality  a n d  tem porality , a  d re a d  of d ifference 
and  change.
F u rth e rm o re , d re a d  m ay  not b e  th e  im p e tu s  a t  all. M any co n tem p o ra ry  
a b s tr a c t io n is ts - fo r  e x a m p le , so m e  of th e  la n g u a g e  p o e t s - a r e  m o tivated  by 
p ro g ra m m a tic  c ritiques  o f th e  "real" u n d e r  th e  b a n n e r  of po litics. In th is  re s p e c t  it is 
im portan t to  recall th a t both  th e  m o d ern ists  a n d  lan g u a g e  p o e ts  c o m e  from opposing  
political c a m p s; m o reo v e r bo th  re fu se  rea lism  a s  b o u rg eo is  d e c a d e n c e  a n d  ideological. 1 
b e liev e  e v e n  Eliot w ould  h a v e  a c c e p te d  th e  M arxist ca teg o ry  "false c o n sc io u sn e ss ,"  though
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for very  d ifferen t r e a s o n s .  S u ch  a  read in g  of left a n d  right a b s tra c tio n is ts  m ight tem pt 
o n e  to  re d u c e  poiitical be lie fs  to p sy ch o an a ly tic  c a te g o rie s , b u t th is w ould still not 
justify  citing p sy ch o lo g ica l tra u m a  a s  th e  im p e tu s  for a b s tra c tio n .47
T h e  w ork of W illiam V. S p a n o s  m ay  constitu te  Ihe m o st s e v e re  criticism  of spa tia l 
form  theo ry  to d a te , a n d  so  any  d e fe n s e  of spatia l form  theo ry  h a s  to  confron t his 
criticism . D ag h is tan y  a n d  Jo h n so n  criticize S p a n o s  for linking th e  p e rcep tio n  of form 
with d iv ine o m n isc ie n c e :
S p a n o s  c o n fu s e s  om n isc ien ce , which would b e  a  s im u ltan eo u s  g ra sp in g  of al! 
p o ss ib le  p e rsp e c tiv e s  on  so m eth in g , with the  cap ac ity  to g ra s p  form  an d  to 
p e rc e iv e , a n d  o rg an iz e  p a rticu la rs  th rough  a n d  with tha t form . P e rh a p s  th is is 
godlike, b u t it is a  hum an  cap ac ity  also.48  
Is it really  S p a n o s  w ho is con fu sed  h e re ?  O m nisc ience  h a s  nothing to do  with 
s im ultane ity ; o n e  m ay  know  ail w ithout know ing all a t  o n c e . T he  "capac ity  to  g ra sp  form" 
is th e  p re ten s io n  to o m n isc ien ce  b e c a u s e  th e  o rgan iza tion  of particu la rs  d e p e n d s  on 
m em oriza tion  an d  im agination . Form  m u st b e  im ag ined  on  th e  b a s is  of "recalled" 
p a rticu la rs , o th e rw ise , sim u ltane ity  of p e rs p e c tiv e s  is n e c e s s a ry .  T h u s  th e  o rgan ization  
of p a rticu la rs  "through a n d  with th a t form" is m etap h o rica l. Now th e  m o v em en t of 
m e ta p h o r  a lre ad y  im plies a b s tra c tio n , th e  tra n s fe re n c e  of a  p a rticu la r te n o r  to a  "non- 
real" s ta te  by w ay  of a  particu la r v e h ic le . A bstrac tion  a s  form delim its spatia lity  an d  
tem porality  into a  s p a c e ,  a  tim e. T h e  o n e  w ho "g rasps"  form im ag in es  o m n isc ien ce . And 
to im ag ine  th is "godlike" pow er m e a n s  th a t o n e  is rem o v ed  from w hat o n e  b e liev es  o n e  h a s  
g ra s p e d :  J o y c e 's  g o d  "paring his fingernails":
A s h e  g ra s p s  th e  re la tio n sh ip s  b e tw e en  th e  p a r ts  th rough  reflexive re fe re n c e , th e  
a tten tive  r e a d e r  of spatia l form  b e g in s  to p e rc e iv e  a  p a tte rn  o r w ho le  form . The 
p e rcep tio n  o f sp a tia l form d e m a n d s  the  re a d e r  m ain tain  an  a e s th e tic  d is ta n c e  from 
th e  p a rticu la rs  of th e  work, s o  th a t h e  m ay s e e  th e  w hole.49 
A s in th e  w ork of D avid Huit, th e  notion of "aes th e tic  d istan ce"  is n e c e s s a ry  for th e
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im agination of c lo su re . T he re a d e r  rem ain s  o u ts id e  a n d  functions a s  th e  g a te  that c lo s e s  
w hen  read ing  b e g in s . To c lo se  th e  d is tan ce  b e tw e en  o n ese lf  and  th e  tex t is to b e co m e  
im m e rse d  In D a g h is ta n y 's  a n d  J o h n s o n 's  "particu la rs ,"  S m itten ’s  "un its  of n arra tive ,"  
a n d  y e s , ev en  F ran k 's  "striking p a s s a g e s ."  O n e  fe tish izes  form s a n d  ig n o res  the  Form . 
A nd b e fo re  th e y  a re  striking p a s s a g e s ,  un its  o f n a rra tiv e  o r p a rticu la rs , the  c h a ra c te rs ,  
s e ttin g s  a n d  o b jec ts  of th e  m o d ern is t work a re  first a n d  fo rem o st fo rm s. T hus, 
th e  r e a d e r  is e n c o u ra g e d  to  identify not a s  a  particu lar h u m an  being  with 
p articu la r c h a ra c te rs  b u t a s  a  hum an  so u l ex perienc ing  a  form , su c h  a s  a  s q u a re  
o r  labyrin th , o r ien ted  by  th e  in teraction  of fictional b e in g s  with o n e  a n o th e r  a n d  
with th e ir  e n v iro n m e n t.50 
T his identification th re a te n s  b u t d o e s  not c o lla p se  a e s th e tic  d is ta n c e  insofar a s  it o c c u rs  
a fte r  th e  Form  h a s  b e e n  re a d  a s  a  w hole. And it is  c le a r  tha t th e  sh ift from  "hum an being" 
to  "hum an  soul" is  m ea n t to  s u g g e s t  th a t the  Form  lies d o rm an t b e fo re  th e  life-force of 
th e  re a d e r  a rr iv e s  to  g ive it vitality. I rem ind m y re a d e r  th a t th e  r e a d e r  of th e  
m o d ern ist Form  a lso  g iv es  it intentionality an d  m ean ing . And a s  th e  in ten d ed  m ean ing  of 
th e  m odern ist w ork is its Form , I g a th e r  all th e  c o n c e p ts  h e re . T h e  Form  lies o u ts id e  
h isto ry , so  it is up  to  the  re a d e r  to give it in ten d ed  m ean ing  in an  in stan t of tim e, which 
is  exactly  its Form . A nd th is g iv e s  it its life. It is c le a r  why th e  re a d e r  m ust not 
fe tish ize  form s. T o  do  so  w ould b e  to give life no t to  o n e  voice but to  a  cacophony  of 
B abelian  to n g u e s . T he  on to theo tog ica l m oorings o f sp a tia l form  th eo ry  a re  m ad e  explicit 
in D ag h is tan y 's  a n d  Jo h n so n 's  e s s a y :
T he rom an tic  ironists w e re  clearly  pointing b ey o n d  th e  e s p o u s a l  of R om antic  
individualism  o r  the  glorification of th e  so litary  ego . In d ee d , th e  id ea  in the  
tw entie th  c en tu ry  tow ard  w hich they  point is m odern  eco lo g ica l c o n s c io u s n e ss , 
th e  san c tity  of sy s te m s  a s  w h o ie s .si 
T h e  e ra s u re  o f d iffe re n c es  is th e  "glorification of th e  solitary  ego ."  T h e  so -ca lled  
"m odern  eco log ica l c o n sc io u sn e ss"  d o e s  indeed  sanctify  "sy stem s a s  w h o le s ." bu t th a t m ay
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b e  th e  p roblem  not th e  solution. T h a t H eideggerian  Thing, se lf-n a m ed  hom o s a p ie n . so
d e s ir e s  a n  e n d  to conflict b e tw e en  r a c e s ,  e thn ic  cu ltu res , n a tio n s , m en  a n d  w om en ,
hum an ity  a n d  n a lu re , e tc . th a t (t d re a m s  of th e  possibility of a n  a b so lu te  a n d  final
unification of th o u g h ts  a n d  d e s ire s . T h is  "co n sc io u sn e ss"  is hard ly  "m odern."52
*  *  *
If form  is im ag ined  by re a d e rs , th en  th e  q u estio n  of form is re la te d  to th e  q u e s tio n  of 
th e  im ag e . To im agine is to  im age forth, a n d  w hat c o m e s  b e fo re  a  re a d e r  is in fac t behind  
h is e y e s  in h is brain  w h e re  h e  im ag in es  form . T he im age th en  is a  form. I w an t to now 
ex am in e  so m e  id e a s  a b o u t th e  n a tu re  of th is  form a s  p re s e n te d  in th e  work of W . J .  T. 
M itchell. In pa rticu la r, I w an t to  c o n s id e r  th e  pictorial a n d  re lig ious affin ities of th e  
im age.
W. J .  T. M itchell's Icono loov53 b e g a n  a s  a n  e s s a y  a g a in s t th e  "tyranny o f th e  im age," 
bu t w o u n d  up  a s  a  study  of the  p e rm u ta tio n s  of the  co n cep t of th e  im age. B e n ea th  the 
v a rio u s  fo rm s of th e  im a g e -g ra p h ic ,  o p tica l, p e rc e p tu a l , v e rb a l, e tc .-M itc h e ll lo c a te s  . 
th e  co m m o n  d e n o m in a to rs  o f likeness, sim ilitude a n d  re se m b la n c e :
T h e  im age  is th e  g e n e ra l notion, ram ified in v a rio u s  specific  sim ilitudes 
(c o n v e n ie n tia . a e m u la tlo . a n a lo g y , sym pathy^  th a t hold  th e  world to g e th e r  with 
"figures of know ledge,"  P resid ing  o v e r all th e  sp e c ia l c a s e s  of im agery , 
th e re fo re , 1 lo ca te  a  p a re n t c o n c e p t, th e  notion of th e  im ag e  "as  such ,"  the  
p h e n o m e n o n  w h o se  a p p ro p ria te  institutional d is c o u rs e s  a re  ph ilosophy  an d  
th eo logy .5*
T h e  im ag e  is re la ted  to  c o n c e p ts  of e sse n tia lism , the  "as  su ch "  of philosophy a n d  theology.
But c a n  th e  e sse n tia lism  of h e  "paren t co n cep t"  b e  reco n c iled  with its o ffspring , th o se  
"figures o f know ledge"?  C an  th e  " a s  such" give birth to a  family of "as ifs"? I d o  not 
be lieve  s o  b e c a u s e  th is  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e e n  th e  "as  such" a n d  " a s  ifs" is in fact a  
re la tionsh ip  b e tw e en  an  onto logy  an d  th e  ep is tem o lo g ies  th a t c a n  b e  derived  from it. But 
if on to lo g ies  a re  effec ts of e p is tem o lo g ie s  a s  I've a rg u ed , it m ay  b e  that the  im a g e  a s  such
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is th e  offspring of a  n u m b er of p a re n t c o n c e p ts : c o n v e n ie n tia . a e m u la l io . a n a lo g y , 
sympathy.
Mitchell n o te s  th a t W ittgenstein  p lac e d  m ental m ap s in th e  s a m e  c a te g o ry  a s  p a tc h e s  of 
co lo rs  s e e n  a n d  s o u n d s  h ea rd , th a t  is, in th e  s a m e  ca teg o ry  a s  v isual a n d  au ra l im ag es: "it 
is a  bit hard , how ever,"  h e  s a y s , "to s e e  how  w e  c a n  put m en ta l a n d  physica l im ag es 'in 
th e  s a m e  c a te g o ry ’. "The validity of M itchell's refusal d e p e n d s  on  w h a t is m ean t by "the 
s a m e  ca teg o ry ."  C ertain ly  it c a n n o t b e  a  m atte r  of th e  in sid e /o u ts id e  d ifference  s in c e  the 
co lo r im ag es a re  not o u t th e re  while th e  m ental im a g e s  a re  in h e re . A s im ag es  both 
activ ities a re  m en ta l. N or c a n  it b e  a  m atte r  of d istingu ish ing  "percep tion" from "ideas" 
( a s  th e  New C ritics a n d  F rank ten d  to  do) s in c e  th is invariably c o n ju re s  u p  the  
in te llig ib le /sen sib le  d istinction . It a p p e a r s  th a t  M itchell s tu m b le s  into ideo logy  h e re : 
th e  con fusion  of th e  th ing with its re p re se n ta tio n .55
Mitchell m ay  h a v e  m ean t to d istingu ish  p e rcep tu a l im ag es  from im aginary  im ag es , a  
difficult p ro c e d u re  th a t  w ould h av e  e n ta iled  a  tho rough  read in g  of, for o n e , 
psycho lingu istic  lite ra tu re . At any  ra te  th e  failure to explain  h im self on  th is point le a d s  
M itchell into u n n e c e s s a ry  difficulties: "The p roblem  p h ilo so p h e rs  a n d  ord inary  p e o p le  
h av e  alw ays h a d  with th e  notion of m en ta l im a g e s  is th a t they  s e e m  to h av e  a  universal 
b a s is  in rea l s h a re d  e x p e rien c e  . . .  b u t w e  can n o t point to  them  an d  s a y  'T h e re - th a t  is a  
m en ta l im age.'"  B ut th is  "problem " m ay  a lso  b e  e x te n d e d  to im ag es  in g e n e ra l. It a r is e s  
e a c h  tim e o n e  trie s  to poin t to a n  im ag e  for so m e o n e  w ho d o e s  no t a lread y  know w hat type 
of im ag e  o n e  m e a n s . T hus, if I po in t to  X eu sis  painting a n d  sa y  " T h e re - th a t  is a  physical 
im age,"  m ight no t a n  on looker a sk , "Do you m ean  th e  g ra p e s ?  Or th e  co lo r pu rp le?"58 
M itchell's co n ten tio n  th a t w e  c a n n o t point to m en ta l im ag es  is s p e c io u s  if he  m ea n s  
literally pointing, a n d  it is e sse n tia lis tic  if he  m e a n s  th a t for a  g iven o c c as io n  th e re  ough t 
to b e  o r is o n e  kind of im age  we all reco g n ize . If I a s k  a n  E ng lish -speak ing  au d ie n c e  to 
s k e tc h  a  tre e , th e re  will b e  s im ila ritie s—b u t not e x a c t  d u p lic a tio n s -b e tw e e n  th e  
d raw ings. T h e  e x te n t to which all th e  d raw ings d e m o n s tra te  " tre en e ss"  is  th e  ex ten t to
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w hich all m e m b e rs  of th e  a u d ie n c e  have  lea rn ed  th e  c o n c e p t "tree." W e m u st h av e  
a lread y  h a d  a  m ental im ag e  of w hat a  m ental im ag e  m ight b e  in o rd e r  to a s k  th e  q u estio n  of 
th e  e x is te n c e  a n d  re se m b la n c e  b e tw e en  individual m en ta l im a g e s . I th u s  lurn  from 
M itchell m om entarily  to  e x a m in e  o n e  exem plary  h isto ry  of th e  c o n c e p t o f th e  im age .
In R ay  F ra z e r’s  1960 e s s a y  "The Origin of th e  Term  ’Im age,'"  h e  w rites  th a t the  term  
im a g e  "originally m e a n t no  m o re  th a n  a  p ic tu re , Im itation o r copy ."57 T h is  defin ition  
co n tra d ic ts  M itchell w ho finds th e  origin of th e  im ag e  in lik en ess , re se m b la n c e  an d  
sim ilitude. A s M itchell n o te s  in h is  g lo ss  of F ra z e r , th e  p ro g re ss iv e  sub lim ation  of th e  
im ag e  w a s  ac co m p a n ie d  by  th e  decline in th e  s ta tu re  of rheto rical figures a n d  tro p es . Up 
to a n d  th roughou t the  R e n a is sa n c e  th e  p o e t w a s  co n ce iv ed  of a s  a  m aker. A good  p oem  w as  
artifice; it cou ld  b e  d e s c r ib e d  com plete ly  in te rm s  o f figu res.53 T h u s  F ra ze r: "A p o e m 's  
s tru c tu re  m ight b e  o n e  figure , its logical p ro g re ss io n  a n o th e r ; a n d  its p h ra s in g , lan g u a g e  
a n d  e v e n  spe lling , stiil o th e rs ."  P oetry  w a s  tec h n ica l virtuosity  th a t in te rfu se d  logic an d  
r h e to r ic .59
T h is  rela tion  b e tw een  p o e try , logic, an d  rheto ric  b e g a n  to d isso lv e  in th e  se v e n te e n th  
ce n tu ry  u n d e r  th e  a s s a u l t  of ph ilo soph ica l em piric ism , s c ie n c e , an ti-re lig ious 
s e n tim e n ts , a n d  th e  F rench  c la ss ic a l influence o n  th e  co u rt of C h a r le s . R esto ra tion  
w riters b e c a m e  o b s e s s e d  w ith w h a t they  v iew ed  a s  th e  p o s tla p sa rian  duplicity of writing. 
A nd if writing w a s  a  n e c e s s a ry  erro r, figures an d  tro p e s  w ere  doub ly  w rong, 
co m pound ing  sin  upon  sin . T h e  n e e d  to explain  th e  in trac tab le  m e ta p h o rs  of th e  Bible 
b e c a m e  a c u te  a n d  the  re su lts  w e re  often  b iza rre  if p red ic tab le . T h e  m etaphoric ity  of 
S c rip tu re  w a s  exp la ined  a w ay  a s  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  of the  "sm all v ocabu laries"  of anc ien t 
cu ltu res . For ex am p le , R o b e rt Boyle rem inded  h is  a u d ie n c e  th a t th e  A siatic  peop le :i w ere  
na tu ra lly  inclined  to "dark  a n d  Involv'd S e n te n c e s ,"  "figurative an d  P arab o lica l 
D isco u rse"  a n d  "Abrupt a n d  M aim 'd E xp ression ."  T h u s  th e  cu ltural in terd iction  a g a in s t 
rheto ric  (ev e n  today  w e s p e a k  o f p re ten tio u s  or d e c ep tiv e  s p e e c h  a s  s o  m uch  "rhetoric" 
o r m e a n in g le s s  q u e s tio n s  a s  "rhetorical").60
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By th e  la te  e ig h teen th  c en tu ry  th e  d eg rad a tio n  of rhetoric  an d  its pe jo ra tive  linkage  to 
e th n ic  a n d  cu ltu ral p rejud ice  w a s  co m p le te . O n ce  th e  te c h n e  of rheto ric  h a d  g iven  w ay  to 
th e  e ffe c t of rheto ric , in te res t sh ifted  from  au thoria l ingenuity  to a u d ie n c e  re s p o n s e :
W hat h a s  h a p p e n e d  is a  c h a n g e  in in te re s t from  the  w riter to  th e  re a d e r , from  a n  
a n a ly s is  of the  tec h n iq u e  of ex p ress io n  to a n  a n a ly s is  of th e  n a tu re  of the  re sp o n se . 
It w a s  th e  p ro c e s s  of substitu tion  a n d  th e  ty p e  of relation b e tw e e n  te rm s  w hich 
in te re s te d  th e  c la s s ic a l rhe to ric ian ; to th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  critic  "figurative 
la n g u a g e "  (the  new , le s s  p rec ise , term ) is e v a lu a te d  acco rd in g  to its effect on  the  
r e a d e r .s i
For H o b b es  a n d  th e  a sso c ia tio n is ts , the  im age b e c a m e  the  fundam en ta l "link b e tw een  
e x p e rie n c e  a n d  know ledge."  All w e  know  reg is te rs  in th e  m ind a fte r  en te ring  th rough  the  
s e n s e s  a s  im a g e s . C o n seq u en tly  fancy and  im agination w ere  p o ssib le  only b e c a u s e  of the 
v a s t  s to re h o u s e  of im a g e s  in th e  m ind. Nothing w a s  e v e r  im ag ined  ex  nihilio. This 
e m p h a s is  on  th e  se c o n d a ry  n a tu re  of all art s e rv e d  to  hold still th e  distinction b e tw een  
m an  a n d  G o d --th e  only O ne to  h a v e  c re a te d  any th ing  (the  un iverse) ex  nihilio. 
A sso c ia tio n is t id e a s  m ay h a v e  in fluenced  e ig h teen th  c en tu ry  poetry , b u t th e  re v e rse  m ay 
h a v e  b e e n  true  to o . Both th eo ris ts  a n d  p o e ts  c o n c e rn e d  th e m se lv e s  with the  effect of 
im a g e s  on  re a d e rs  ev en  a s  th e  p o e try  often u se d  allegory  a n d  ana logy  to  c e le b ra te  n a tu re  
a n d  fla tter G od . A nd yet, ju s t a s  W ordsw orth 's s p o ts  of tim e te n d e d  to glorify th em se lv e s  
ra th e r  th an  in tim a te  im m ortality , so  th e  p ro liferation  o f im a g e s  ( id e a s , p ictoria l, e tc .)  
fla tte red  th e  a rtis t a s  m uch  a s  th e y  did th e  A rtist--G od. For if th e  c ra ft of a rtis ts  w a s  
s e c o n d a ry  to  th e  Artist, they  w e re  n o n e th e le s s  d isc ip le s  how ever unw orthy . Only the  
cris is  o t R om an tic  se lf-doub t in te rru p ted  th e  m o v em en t from th e s e  id e a s  to th o se  of 
Im ag ism , a n d  from  th e re  to  M odern ism  a n d  th e  a r t is t-a s -p r ie s t .62
T he  legacy  b e q u e a th e d  to th is cen tu ry  by both Im agism  an d  M odernism  is so  
w id e sp re a d  a n d  tho rough  tha t it is a lm ost invisible. In d irec t opp o sitio n  to  th e  S o c ra tic  
d ia lo g u e , w hich p ro c e e d s  by th e  logic of q u e s tio n s  a n d  a n sw e rs , th e  im agist th e s is  is
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a lw ays lo ca ted  in tim e a n d  s p a c e .  Unlike th e  d iscu rs iv e  d ia logue  tha t a tte m p ts  to 
a p p re h e n d  u n iv ersa l tru th s , th e  im a g e /th e s is  a n n o u n c e s  its specific ity . T h e  valo riza tion  
of th e  im ag e  is ev iden t a t  a  m yriad  of levels in o u r  cu ltu re : th ink of th e  im portance  w e 
a tta c h  to  e x a m p le s , illustrations, d esc rip tio n s , e v id e n c e , e tc ., all fo rm s of im a g e s . Form  
a s  im ag e  is in e sc a p a b le  for th e  h lsto ric ized  c o n s c io u s n e s s  of W e ste rn  hum anity , ye t the  
s a m e  is tru e  for th e  S o cra tic  d ia lo g u e  which d e p e n d s  on  a  logic of figu res: ex am p les , 
illustrations, e tc ., For u s , th e  im ag e  is rhetoric . H o b b e s  a n d  Locke loom  ag a in  a s  
to u c h s to n e s  in th is tradition . T h u s  th e  d istru st o f la n g u a g e  in a  cu ltu re  c o n su m e d  in 
im a g e s . But if I ack n o w led g e  th is  d istru st, am  I confusing  all ty p e s  of im a g e s?  H obbes 
a n d  Locke co n ce iv e  the  im age  in v isual te rm s. F o r H ob b es, "Although w e  do  learn  by 
sm ell, ta s te ,  a n d  to u ch , o u r p rim ary  so u rc e  of k n o w le d g e -a n d  th e re fo re  th e  m ost 
pow erful m o d e  o f com m un tca tion --is  visual." A ddison  w rote  in th e  S p e c ta to r  th a t "we 
c a n n o t in d ee d  h av e  a  s ing le  im ag e  in the  fancy th a t did not m ake  its first a p p e a ra n c e  
th ro u g h  th e  sigh t."63 M itchell ta k e s  a n  o p p o sin g  position :
In so far a s  la n g u a g e  is w ritten  it is bo u n d  up  with m ateria l, g rap h ic  figu res a n d  
p ic tu res  th a t a re  a b rid g e d  o r c o n d e n se d  in a  variety  o f w a y s  to form  a lphabe tica l 
sc rip t. But th e  figu res  of writing a n d  of d raw ing  a re  from  th e  first in se p a ra b le  
from  figu res  of s p e e c h , m a n n e rs  of sp e a k in g .6*
W h e th e r  v a lu e d  or d e v a lu ed , th e  reduction  of th e  im ag e  to th e  e sse n tia lly  v isual o r 
e sse n tia lly  o ra l g iv e s  it th e  v a lu e  of a n  "as  such" w h e th e r  th is " a s  such" is a  " likeness" 
o r, a s  F ra z e r  h a s  it, "copy, im itation of p ictu re."  B ut the  im ag e  is form  a s  if it w ere  the  
im a g e  a s  su c h . Unlike F raze r, M itchell an d  o th e rs  w ho  view  th e  im age  a s  b e la ted  
re p re se n ta tio n , th e re  a re  th o se  for wiiom  the  im ag e  is a  form that refe rs  to nothing th a t 
p r e c e d e s  it. A m ong th e  m o st e x p e rim en ta l ja z z , p o s t-w av e  re b e ls , m inim alist w riters, 
a n d  s o  forth , th e  v a lu e  of th e  im a g e  is strictly in trinsic.
M itchell s t r e s s e s  th e  non -v isu a l n on -m ateria l origin of th e  term  im ag e  by 
d e m o n s tra tin g  th e  relig ious prohibition a g a in s t g rav e n  im a g e s . T h u s , relig ious ico n s  a n d
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p ic tu re s  a re  fu n d am en ta lly  h e re tic a l. A ccording to M itchell, th e  true  im ag e  is spiritual 
o r m en ta l. T h e  fa lse  figurative im a g e  is m ateria l, p e rcep tib le , e spec ia lly  by th e  ey e :
T h e  s e n s e  of an  orig inal "spiritual” m ean in g  for a  w ord an d  a  later, d e riv ed  
"m aterial" app lication  m ay  b e  difficult for u s  to  c o m p re h e n d , largely  b e c a u s e  our 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  h istory of w ords h a s  b e e n  o rien ted  a ro u n d  th e  em pirical 
ep is tem o logy  . . .  T his m odel h a s  no g re a te r  pow er th an  in ou r u n d ers tan d in g  of 
th e  w ord "im age" itself. . . .  b u t w h a t ex ac tly  is th is  "spiritual" l ik e n e ss  which is 
n o t to b e  c o n fu se d  with any  m ateria l im a g e ?  W e shou ld  n o te  first th a t it s e e m s  to 
in c lu d e  a  p resu m p tio n  of d iffe rence  65 
T his d iffe ren ce  b e tw e en  th e  a sp ira tio n s  o f m an  a n d  th e  perfection  of G od  is a lread y  
h ie ra rch ica l; th e  sp iritual im ag e  is a g a in  a  la te  arrival. U nder th e  a u s p ic e s  of th is 
p la to n ism , th e  fo rm s of th e  m ate ria l a n d  worldly only a p p ro x im ate  th e  sp iritual and  
unw orldly  Form . T h is  h ie ra rch y  b e tw e e n  th e  h u m an  a n d  d iv ine ju stifies  h ie ra rc h ie s  
w ithin th e  h u m an  (intelligible o v e r  th e  se n s ib le , r e a s o n  o v e r  em o tion , e tc .) an d  b e tw e en  
h u m a n s  (c a s te s , c la s s e s ,  ra c e s , e tc .):
T h e  d istinction  b e tw e e n  th e  spiritual a n d  m ateria l, in n er a n d  o u te r  im age , w a s  
n e v e r  sim ply a  m atte r  of theo log ica l d oc trine , bu t w a s  a lw ays a  q u e s tio n  of 
po litics, from  th e  p o w e r of p riestly  c a s te s ,  to  th e  s tru g g le  b e tw e e n  c o n se rv a tiv e  
a n d  reform  m o v e m e n ts  (iconophiles an d  ico n o c las ts ), to th e  p re se rv a tio n  of natal 
identity  ( th e  Is ra e lite s ' s tru g g le  to  p u rg e  th e m s e lv e s  of idolatry)*66 
T h e  d ecap ita tio n  of th e  G re a t C hain  of B eing b e g in s  with th e  institutionalization of the 
artificial p e rsp e c tiv e  of Alberti in 1435 a n d  is c o m p le te d  with th e  invention  of the  
c a m e r a .67 T h e  a d v e n t o f v isual realism  a c c o m p a n ie s  b o u rg eo is  p ro g ress iv ism ; th e  d e ­
sp iritualization  of th e  c o n c e p t of the  im age  is d o u b tle ss ly  rea d  a s  p ro g re s s  e v e n  if the 
im a g e  still re ta in s  in its new  m ateria lity  its s e c o n d a r in e s s . B efo re , it s e rv e d  a s  m a n 's  
in n er b ridge  to th e  divine. T h en  it se rv e d  a s  m a n 's  o u te r  b ridge  to  th e  w orld of 
e x p e rie n c e . W hat is o ften  overlooked  is that th is rea lism  is a s  m uch  a  c o n s tru c t a s
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p la to n ism . T h e  fa ilu re  to a c co u n t for th e  artificiality of rea lism  is b e h in d  th e  failure to 
ta k e  into a c c o u n t th e  artificiality of c o n c e p ts  de riv ed  from  th e  im age:
It s e e m s  to m e th a t L essing , for in s ta n c e , is ab so lu te ly  right in so far a s  h e  reg ard s  
p o e try  a n d  pain ting  a s  radically  d ifferen t m o d e s  of re p re se n ta tio n , bu t th a t his 
'm is tak e ' (w hich th eo ry  still p a r t ic ip a te s  in) is th e  reification  of th is  d iffe ren ce  
in te rm s of a n a lo g o u s  o p p o sitio n s  like n a tu re  a n d  cu ltu re , s p a c e  an d  tim e .68 
T h e  fall of th e  im ag e  from  its p laton ic  p o s t is a lso  its fall ou t of tim e into s p a c e .  T he 
im a g e  is form in s p a c e - h e n c e  L ess in g 's  d e leg a tio n  of spatiality  a s  the  e s s e n c e  of 
p a in ting . P oetry , h o w ev er, inhab its  a  w orld of tim e, a  "radically  d ifferen t” m o d e . T h e  
im ag e ry  o f poe try  in h ab its  a  p reh is to rica l w orld of s p a c e le s s  tem porality  w hile th e  
im ag ery  of pain ting  in h ab its  a  p o s tla p sa r ia n  world of t im e le ss  spatia lity . T h e  theo log ica l 
la n g u a g e  I u se  h e re  u n d erlin es  th e  idea lis t c h a ra c te r  of no t only the  c o n c e p ts  "poetry" and  
"painting," b u t a lso  th e  ten d e n c y  to re a d  th em  in te rm s of m etap h y sica l c o n c e p ts  like 
"sp ace"  a n d  "time" e v e n  w ere  o n e  to  c o n c e d e  a  spatia l d im ension  to poetry  a n d  a  tem poral 
o n e  to pain ting . A s M itchell w rites,
T he d iffe re n c es  b e tw een  s ig n -ty p es  a re  m a tte rs  of u s e , hab it a n d  conven tion . The 
b oundary  line b e tw e en  tex ts  a n d  im a g e s , p ic tu res  a n d  p a ra g ra p h s , is d raw n  by a  
h istory  of p rac tic a l d iffe re n c es  in th e  u s e  of d ifferen t s o r ts  of sym bolic  m ark s , 
no t by a  m etap h y sica l d iv ide.68
W h e th e r  it is c o n c e iv e d  within th e  p a ra m e te rs  of re p re se n ta tio n  o r a b s tra c tio n , the 
im a g e  a s  form an d  th e  de term ination  of s p a c e  is a lread y  p re s e n c e  incarnate . T h u s  the 
a b s e n c e  of a  sem io tic  critique of th e  im ag e  p e r  s e  is a s  illum inating for M itchell a s  the  
a b s e n c e  of a  ph ilo soph ica l critique of p re s e n c e  is crucial for D errida:
T h e  failure of sem io tics  to  p rovide a  c o h e re n t a c c o u n t of im agery  in its re la tions 
to  o th e r  s ig n -ty p e s  m ight h a v e  b e e n  p red ic ted , I s u s p e c t ,  if its ten d en cy  to 
re in troduce  th e s e  traditional d istinctions in new  te rm s h a d  b e e n  ack n o w led g ed  
early  o n . It m ight h a v e  s tru c k  o u r no tice , for in s ta n c e , th a t P ie rc e 's  icon , sym bol
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a n d  index  a re  very  m uch like H um e 's  th re e  p rinc ip les of a s so c ia tio n  of id e a s -  
re se m b la n c e , contiguity  a n d  c a u s e  a n d  e f f e c t . . .  .70 
A nd M itchell's critique o f p h o to re a lism  follow s a  tine of a rg u m e n t sim ilar to  D errida 's  
critique o f th e  c o n c e p t of pe rcep tion :
T he  p h o to g rap h  o c c u p ie s  th e  s a m e  position in th e  world of m ateria l s ig n s  th a t the 
'im p ress io n ' d o e s  in th e  world o f m en ta l s ig n s  o r 'id e a s ' in em pirical 
ep istem ology . A nd th e  s a m e  m ystique of au tom ation  a n d  natural n e c e s s ity  hovers 
a round  th e s e  c o g n a te  no tions.71
M itchell t r a c e s  th e  m ystification of th e  im ag e  into a  doc trina ire  rea lism  to th e  work of 
a rt a n d  percep tion  th eo ris ts  N elson  G oodm an  a n d  E. H. G om brich. T h u s , "The o n e  p lace  
w h e re  G o o d m a n 's  refusa l to c o n s id e r  ideological m a tte rs  m ight co n ce iv eab ly  blind him to 
m a tte rs  o f cen tra l im p o rtan ce  to h is th eo ry  is in h is tre a tm e n t of rea lism ."  G o o d m an , 
s a y s  M itchell, t re a ts  rea lism  a s  "a  m a tte r  of hab it a n d  inculcation  ra th e r  th an  illusion, 
in fo rm ation , o r  s e m b la n c e ." 72 M itchell's criticism  of G om brich  is e v e n  m o re  telling:
T h e  'nature* implicit in G om brich 's  theo ry  of th e  im age  is, it sh o u ld  b e  c lea r, far 
from  un iv ersa l, bu t it is a  p a rticu la r h isto rica l fo rm ation , a n  ideo logy  a s so c ia te d  
with the  rise  of m o d ern  sc ie n c e  a n d  the  e m e rg e n c e  of cap italist e c o n o m ie s  in 
W este rn  E u rope  in th e  las t four h u n d red  y e a rs . It is th e  n a tu re  found  in H obbes 
a n d  D arw in, n a tu re  a s  an ta g o n is t, a s  evo lu tionary  com petition  for surv ival, a s  
o b jec t for a g g re s s io n  a n d  dom ina tion . It is, th e re fo re , a  n a tu re  in w hich m an  is 
im ag ined  chiefly in figu res  like th e  (m ale) h u n te r  g a th e re r . T h e  p red a to ry  
c h a ra c te r  o f G o m b rich 's  im ag e  re v e a ls  itself m o st c learly  in its invo lvem en t with 
p r o c e s s e s  of en tra p m e n t, illusion an d  c a p tu re . . . .  It is . . .  th e  figure of 
p roduction  w ithout labor, th e  unlim ited co n su m p tio n  o f reality , th e  fan ta sy  of 
in s ta n ta n e o u s , u n m e d ia te d  a p p ro p ria tio n .72 
T h e  d e ta c h m e n t of th e  c o n c e p t of th e  im age  from  "reality," th a t is, th e  positing  of a  
reality  prior to  th e  co n cep tio n  of th e  im age , allow s for th e  division b e tw e e n  m an  and
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n a tu re , a  g a p  into w hich th e  c o n c e p ts  of im agination  at th e  cu ltu ral level, cap ita lism  a t 
th e  econom ic  level, a n d  theo logy  a t  th e  ph ilosoph ical level ru sh .
T h e s e  th eo rie s  of G oodm an  a n d  G om brich s tem  from L ess in g 's  original d istinctions 
b e tw e en  s p a c e  a n d  tim e in painting a n d  poetry :
[L essing 's] d istinction  b e tw e e n  th e  tem p o ra l a n d  sp a tia l a r ts  tu rn s  o u t to o p e ra te  
only a t th e  first level of re p re se n ta tio n , th e  level of d irec t a n d  "conven ien t 
relation" fb e a u e m e s  V erha lta is l b e tw e en  sign  a n d  signified. At a  s e c o n d  level of 
in fe ren c e  w h e re  re p re s e n ta tio n s  o c c u r  "indirectly" f a n d e u tu n a s w e is e l . th e  
s ign ified s  of pa in ting  a n d  poetry  b e c o m e  signifiers in th e ir ow n right, a n d  the  
b o u n d a rie s  b e tw e e n  th e  tem poral a n d  sp a tia l a rts  d isso lv e . Pain ting  e x p re s s e s  
tem p o ra l ac tio n  indirectly , by m e a n s  of b o d ie s ; p o e try  r e p re s e n ts  bodily  fo rm s 
indirectly, by m e a n s  of ac tio n s . L e ss in g 's  w hole distinction h a n g s , th en , on  the 
s le n d e r  th re a d  of th e  d iffe rence  b e tw e e n  prim ary a n d  s e c o n d a ry  rep re sen ta tio n , 
d irec t a n d  ind irect e x p re s s io n .74
As M itchell’s  v o ca b u la ry  s u g g e s ts ,  the  d iffe ren ce  h e re  is b e tw e e n  e x p re ss io n , th a t is, 
d ire c t p rim ary  re p re s e n ta tio n , a n d  re p re s e n ta tio n , th a t is ind irec t s e c o n d a ry  
e x p re s s io n . P o e try  e x p re s s e s  tem porality  a n d  re p re s e n ts  spa tia lity  w hile pa in ting  
e x p re s s e s  spa tia lity  a n d  re p re s e n ts  tem porality . In bo th  c a s e s  e x p re ss io n  is th e  n a m e  of 
im m ediacy , p r e s e n c e ,  form , im ag e , e tc . But ev en  if I insist th a t th e re  is only 
rep re sen ta tio n , on ly  m ed iacy , th is d o e s  not m e a n  painting a n d  poetry  re p re se n t s p a c e  and  
tim e s im u ltaneously  o r to th e  s a m e  d e g re e . If it is true  tha t th e  "propriety of s p a c e  an d  
tim e in painting is a t  bottom  a  m atte r  of th e  eco n o m y  of s ig n s , th e  d iffe rence  b e tw e en  
c h e a p , e a s y  labo r, a n d  costly  'p a in s  a n d  e ffo rts ,’" th is is s o  b e c a u s e  th a t " 'conven ien t 
re la tion ' b e tw e e n  s ig n  a n d  signified" is a rb itra ry  a n d  c u ltu re -sp ec ific .75 T h a t it en ta ils  
" 'p a in s  an d  efforts'" to  rea d  o therw ise  d o e s  not m ean  th a t su c h  a  read ing  is u nna tu ra l o r 
m etap h o rica l. F o r a s  M itchell s a y s , a  "poem  is no t literally tem p o ra l a n d  figuratively 
sp a tia l;  it is literally  a  sp a tia l- te m p o ra l c o n s tru c tio n ."76 It is a  c o n stru c tio n  u n d e r th e
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proprie ty  of th e  im ag e  which g o v e rn s  th e  c o n c e p ts  o f spatiality  a n d  tem porality :
Let u s  c o n c e d e  th a t 'v ision ' is a  'n e c e s s a ry  cond ition ' for th e  a p p re h e n s io n  of 
pain ting ; it is certain ly  n o t a  sufficient o n e , a n d  th e re  a re  m an y  o th e r  'n e c e s s a ry  
c o n d it io n s '- c o n s c io u s n e s s , p e rh a p s  e v e n  s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s , a n d  w h a te v e r  
skills a re  requ ired  for th e  in te rp re ta tion  of th e  kind of im ag e  in q u es tio n . At any  
ra te , th e  po in t h e re  is sim ply  to call a tten tio n  to a  ce rta in  reification or 
essen tia liz in g  of th e  s e n s e s  in relation to th e  g e n e ric  d iffe re n c es  b e tw e e n  w ords 
a n d  im a g e s , a  reification v e ry  m uch like th e  o n e s  tha t o c c u r with th e  c a te g o rie s  of 
s p a c e  a n d  tim e, na tu re  an d  convention .
T h e  difficulty in trinsic  to  th e  dem ystifica tion  of th e  im a g e  only  u n d e rs c o re s  the  
e n tre n c h m e n t of th e  im ag ist ideology. T h e  m ystique  of th e  im age  is in te rre la ted  with the 
m y th o s  of ob jec tive  p u re  p e rcep tio n , th e  p rem ise  of H usserlian  p h en o m en o lo g y :
T h e  'in n o cen t e y e ' is a  m e ta p h o r for a  highly ex p e rien c e d  a n d  cu ltiva ted  so rt of 
v ision . W hen  th e  m etap h o r b e c o m e s  iiteralized , w hen  w e try  to  p o s tu la te  a  
foundational e x p e rie n c e  of 'p u re ' v ision, a  m erely  m ech an ica l p ro c e s s  
u n c o n ta m in a te d  by im agination , p u rp o se  o r d e s ire , w e invariably  re d isc o v e r o n e  
of the  few  m ax im s on which Gom brich an d  G o o d m an  a g re e : 'th e  innocen t e y e  is 
blind.' T h e  cap ac ity  for a  purely  physical v ision  th a t is s u p p o s e d  to b e  fo rever 
in ac c e ss ib le  to th e  blind tu rn s  o u t to b e  a  kind of b lin d n ess .??
T his is w hy I do  not u n d e rs ta n d  ideology a s  fa lse  c o n s c io u s n e ss  so  m uch  a s  th e  possibility 
o f c o n s c io u s n e s s . This particu la r c o n s c io u s n e ss  is no  tru e r o r fa lse r  th an  a  M arxist 
c o n s c io u s n e s s , con tra ry  to  w h a t M itchell s a y s . In d eed , th e  c o n c ep t of a  M arxism  or 
co m m un ism  in g e n e ra l w ould not h a v e  b e e n  co n ce iv ab le  w ithout th e  fo u n d atio n s  of 
feu d a lism  a n d  cap ita lism . Not only beh ind  th e  in n er/o u te r face  of cap ita lism  d o e s  the 
J a n u s - fa c e d  im ag e  res id e :
E ach  [im age of com m odity  a n d  im age of ideology] im plies a n d  g e n e ra te s  th e  o th er 
in a  d ia lec tica l fash ion : ideo logy  is th e  m en ta l activity th a t p ro je c ts  a n d  im prints
itself on  th e  m ateria l w orld of com m od ities , a n d  co m m o d itie s  a re  in turn  the 
im prin ted  m ateria l o b je c ts  th a t im print th e m se lv e s  on  c o n s c io u s n e s s  . . . both  a re  
e m b le m s of cap italism  in action , o n e  a t th e  level of c o n s c io u s n e ss , th e  o th e r in the  
world o f o b jec ts  a n d  social re la tions. T h u s, both a re  fa lse  im a g e s  . . .  th e  c a m e ra  
o b s c u ra  o f ideology p ro d u c e s  'idols of th e  mind' a n d  th e  com m odity fetish  functions 
a s  a n  "idol of th e  m ark e tp la ce .' In th e  d ialectic  b e tw e e n  them  a  w hole world 
em erg es .7 8
•  •  *
M itchell's " fa lse  im age" fu n c tio n s  for him a s  F rank 's  "m ere  im ag es"  a n d  co rre la te  
with S m itte n 's  "unit of narrative" a n d  D ag h is tan y 's  a n d  J o h n s o n ’s  "event." T hough  the  
la n g u a g e  of D agn is tany  a n d  Jo h n so n  an d  S m itten  is not pe jo ra tive  h e re , they  s h a re  with 
F rank  a n d  M itchell a n  in terdiction a g a in s t th e  valorization  of th e  p a rt (w hich, a s  
W ordsw orth  d isc o v e red , m ay b e  a  w hole on to  itself). O ne c a n  s e e  w hy. To fetishize 
p a rts , f rag m en ts , o n e  c o m e s  to  v a lu e  incoherency . N one of th e s e  critics a tta ck  th e  im age 
o n  th e  g ro u n d s  th a t it c o n tin u e s  th e  valo rization  of form . R a th e r, for th e s e  au th o rs , it is 
th e  im a g e 's  form  th a t d is tra c ts  re a d e rs  from  a p p re h e n d in g  th e  la rg e r Form  (be it a  text 
or a  political ideology) to  w hich it b e lo n g s .
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CHAPTER FOUR
If it is so m e h o w  a  tribu te  to th e  spirit of N ew  C riticism  a n d  sp a tia l form  theory  
to  c o n s id e r  th e  overa ll form a n d  th ru s t of J o s e p h  F ran k 's  w ork a n d  Ih o se  in fluenced  by 
it, th e n  su c h  a  m eth o d  is tro u b le so m e  v is-a-v is  th e  w ork o f William S p a n o s , Drawing 
largely  o n  th e  w ork of an  early  M artin H e id e g g e r- in  p a rticu la r th e  H e id e g g e r of B eing  
a n d  T lm e - S o ren  K ierkegaard , a n d  G otthold  L essing , S p a n o s ' w ork in th e  early  a n d  mid- 
S e v e n tie s  b e a r s  th e  m ark s o f d estru c tiv e , ex isten tia l a n d  p henom eno log ica l 
h e re m e n e u tic s . T hough  th e s e  th re e  m ovem en ts a re  rarely  p re s e n te d  to g e th e r  in any  of 
th e  th re e  e s s a y s  I shall b e  draw ing  on , I h o p e  to show  th a t th e re  is n e v e rth e le ss  an  
affinity b e tw e en  th e  e s s a y s .  T h is  affiliation is g ro u n d ed  o n  their com m on e lem en t: the 
ex p o sitio n  of tem porality  a s  th e  "truth" of h u m an  e x is te n c e .1
In th e s e  th re e  w orks S p a n o s  o ffe rs  an  on-going  co rrec tive  to sp a tia l form  theory .
B ut th is  co rrec tive  g o e s  so  far th a t S p a n o s  w inds up  supp lan ting  the  m e ta p h y s ic s  of 
spa tia lity  with a  m e ta p h y s ic s  of tem porality . A fter exam in ing  S p a n o s ' v a rio u s  
h e rm e n eu tica l s tra te g ie s , I ex am in e  so m e  a s p e c ts  of D errida 's  d eco n stru c tiv e  ch a llen g e  
to  h e rm e n eu tic s . I con c lu d e  th e  c h a p te r  with a  brief co n sid e ra tio n  of so m e  o th e r 
ph ilosoph ical a n d  scientific v iew s of tim e. T he  sec tio n  on  sc ie n c e  n e e d s  explain ing s in ce
(1) th is  is a  literary  e s s a y  a n d  (2) both  H eid eg g er a n d  S p a n o s  view  scien tific  th o u g h t a s  
th e  cu lm ination  o f m etap h y sica l c o n sc io u sn e ss . A s c o n c e rn s  point o n e , it is my 
e x p re s s e d  p u rp o se  to o p e n  up  th e  c o n c ep t of w hat re fe re n c e s  m ay b e  usefu l a n d  w hat 
r e fe re n c e s  m ay  not b e  usefu l w ithout p retend ing  to write a  theory  of every th ing , an d
(2) D errida  e lo q u en tly  d e m o n s tra te s  th e  link b e tw e e n  all fo rm s of th o u g h t-  
p h ilo so p h ica l o r scren tific—th at s itu a te  th e m se lv e s  b e tw e e n  th e  en d p o in ts  of an  
o n to th eo lo g y .2 At th e  s a m e  tim e, th e  rigor of th e  a rg u m e n ts  of th e s e  literary, 
p h ilo soph ica l a n d  scien tific  tex ts  point b ey o n d  te leo log ica l thinking. W h a te v e r  the  
a p p e a ra n c e s ,  th is  e s s a y  d o e s  not m ove c lo se r  to any  "truth" concern ing  o p e n n e s s  an d  
c lo su re . R a th e r, it a d d s  links in a  ch a in : c lo su re , p re s e n c e , form, m ean ing  a n d  im age .
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To ex am in e  th e  continuity  of a  m e ta p h y s ic s  of tem porality  a c ro s s  th e s e  th ree  very 
d ifferen t e s s a y s  of S p a n o s , I will no t b e  c o n c e rn e d  with th e  a n n o u n c e d  "subject" of a  
g iven  e s sa y . This is n o t a n  e s sa y -b y -e s sa y  critique. T ha t I c o m e  u p  a g a in s t 
co n tra d ic tio n s  is a  p ro b lem  for m e, for S p an o s-- lik e  O ls o n -e m p h a s iz e s  o v e r  a n d  o v e r 
th e  tem porality  of all a c ts . C ontradiction b e lo n g s  to c la ss ica l logic, a n d  c la ss ica l logic 
v a lu e s  s p a c e  an d  form  a n d  coherency . T he  rese rv a tio n s  concern ing  th e  critique of O lson  
app ly  h e re . My a n a ly s is  o f O lso n 's  pro jective v e rs e  e s s a y  is valid  only to  th e  ex ten t 
O lso n 's  a rg u m e n t o b e y s  th e  logic of c la ss ica l law  (an d  I be lieve  it d o e s ) . With S p a n o s  I 
sh o w  th a t th e  co n trad ic tio n s  a re  a lso  h is p rob lem . T hey po in t to  h is a ttem p t to reconcile  
"au then tic"  tem porality  w ith a  delim ited  tem porality .
I begin  with o n e  of S p a n o s ' sem ina l e s s a y s :  "M odem  Literary Criticism  a n d  the 
S p a tia liza tio n  o f T im e: An Existential C ritique." In th is w ork S p a n o s  c ritic izes F ran k 's  
sp a tia l form  theory  on  th e  g round  tha t it n e g a te s  the  h e te ro g en e ity  th a t tem porality  
in d u ce s  in w hat S p a n o s  ca lls  "existential exp erien ce ."  For S p a n o s , th e  sp a tia l en c lo su re  
o f N ew  Criticism  h a s  c u t it off from this ex isten tia l e x p e rien c e . He th u s  p ro p o se s  
ex is ten tia l h e rm e n e u tic s  a s  a  rem edy  for th is  rad ical d isso c ia tio n  from  life. S p a n o s  
a rg u e s  th a t literary  criticism  m u st no t only fo reg round  th e  tem porality  of th e  tex ts  it 
a n a ly z e s . Criticism  m u s t tem poralize  its rea d in g s  an d  ack n o w led g e  th e  tem porality  of 
w h a t it r e a d s  b e c a u s e  all hum an  a c ts  (e .g . writing litera tu re) c a n  b e  "authentically"-- 
by  w hich S p a n o s  m e a n s  "co rrec tly " -u n d e rs to o d  by tem poraliz ing  u n d e rs tan d in g : th u s  
e x is te n tia l  h e rm e n e u tic s .
S p a n o s  b e g in s  th e  e s s a y  by a rgu ing  th a t th e  utilitarianism  of A nglo-A m erican 
literary  criticism  "b e tw e e n  th e  V ictorian a n d  W orld W ar I p e rio d s"  w a s  not an  a b e rra n t 
u s e  of litera tu re . W hat w a s  a b e rra n t w a s  th e  belief tha t litera tu re  w a s  this u se : "a 
utility, o r  11." T h u s  S p a n o s  s e p a r a te s  h is critique of th a t p e rio d  of Anglo- A m erican 
critic ism  from th a t o f th e  N ew  Critics for w hom  literatu re  w a s  a ls o  a n  It—b u t o n e  
w ithou t utility. H e n c e  th e  New C ritics a rg u e d  th a t th o se  literary  e le m e n ts  th a t re s is te d
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the  pull of h istory  shou ld  b e  e m p h a s iz e d  a b o v e  th o s e  c learly  ro o ted  in history.
S p a n o s  a rg u e s  that literature  is not an  It an d  th a t it d o e s  s e n /e  p u rp o se s . He a c c u s e s  
th e  N ew  C ritics of "dogm atizing its au to telic  n a tu re ."  T his is not exactly  w h a t S p a n o s  
m e a n s  to  s a y , b u t the  im precis ion  is revea ling . A fter all, if lite ra tu re  is in fac t 
"autotelic," th e n  th e  question  of its  dogm atiza tion  is  no t an  is su e . But S p a n o s  d o e s  not 
be lieve  lite ra tu re  is au to telic . W h at h e  m e a n s  to  s a y  h e re  is th a t th e  N ew  Critics 
ab so lu tiz e d  th e  au tonom y o f litera tu re . S p a n o s  b e lie v es  its au tonom y  is relative.
P e rh a p s  S p a n o s  m ea n s  th e  N ew  Critics dog m atized  lite ra tu re 's  au to te lic  a s p e c t .  This is 
a c c u ra te  s in c e  th e  valo rization  of literatu re’s  au to te lic  a s p e c t  w a s  re la te d  to em p h asiz in g  
its ah is to ric  e le m e n ts . A s S p a n o s  s a y s , th is in d ic a te s  th e  N ew  Critical " im pulse  to  
d is e n g a g e  lite ra tu re  from th e  defiling c o n tin g e n c ie s  of life in h istorical tim e" b u t it is 
im portan t lo  recall th a t for th e  N ew  C ritics lite ra tu re  w a s  a n c h o re d  in cu ltu re  an d  
history  e v e n  a s  it a sp ire d  to th e  condition of ah istoric ity . T he  resu lting  ten s io n  is, for 
th e  N ew  C ritics, th e  p arad igm  of irony, for irony a s  a  figure is th e  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e e n  
h isto ric ism  a n d  ah is to ric ism .3
S p a n o s ’ ex isten tia l h e rm e n e u tic s  c o u n te rs  F ran k 's  valo rization  of sp a tia l form  by 
ap p e a lin g  to  th e  "tim e-shape" o f read in g  litera tu re . D esp ite  th e  v a lu e  of the  term  
"sh a p e "  (w hich I d isc u ss  below ), th e  term  "sh ap e"  tu rn s  o u t to b e  m ore  constra in ing  
th an  it m igh t a t  first a p p e a r  o r  w arran t. S h a p e  re fe rs  no t ju s t to th e  historicity of the  
re a d e r , b u t a lso  to critical c o n s tra in ts  (e .g ., th e  c o n c e p t of "dehum an ization") th e  re a d e r  
im p o se s  u p o n  th e  text. If ex is ten tia l h e rm e n eu tic s  d e p e n d s  on "au then tic"  tem porality , 
th is lem porality  shou ld  e s c a p e  ail form s insofar a s  form  re d u c e s  tem porality  to tim e a s  
a n  effec t o f s p a c e .  S uch  p. tem porality , how ever, w ould b e  difficult to "u se"  s in c e  it 
w ould s u p e rv e n e  th a t to w hich it w a s  to  b e  "placed" for u se . This is th e  u n sa id  
c o n s e q u e n c e  S p a n o s  rea lizes a n d  d e n ie s  w hen h e  w rites that the  New Critics dogm atized  
lite ra tu re ’s  "au to te lic  n a tu re ."  F o r S p a n o s  h im self a rg u e s  th a t lite ra tu re  is e sse n tia lly  
tem poral. In sh o rt, in its com m itm en t to an  end , how ever g e n e ra l a n d  u ndogm atic  a s
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"en h an c in g  its [hum anity 's] quality  in real life," ex is ten tia l h e rm e n e u tic s  a s  m uch  a s  
sp a tia l form  fo re c lo se s  th e  literatu re  it s e e k s  to o p e n . A nd th is  b e c a u s e  it c o n c e iv e s  of 
read in g  a s  invoking a  n e c e s s a ry  "tim e-shape."*
T h e  "essen tia lis t"  s e e s  m an  from  th e  e n d  to th e  beg inn ing  w hile th e  "existentialist" 
s e e s  m an  from  th e  m iddle to th e  e n d .s  Both a re  driven tow ard  e n d s : bo th  a re  a n im a te d  by 
n o s ta lg ia  (th e  ex isten tia liz ing  tem p o ra l form  theo rist)  a n d  h o p e  (the  e sse n tia liz in g  
tem p o ra l form  th eo ris t) . At th e  m o m en t th e  ex isten tia l h e rm e n e u tic is t  p o s its  
lite ra tu re 's  "end" a s  th e  e n h a n c e m e n t of h u m an  life, h e  h a s  n a rro w ed  litera tu re .
N ow  w h e n  th e  New C ritics re fe r to  lite ra tu re 's  "u se le ss"  a s p e c t ,  th ey  refe r to  
a e s th e tic ism  w hich c o n tra v e n e s  all e fforts to "use" it. S p a n o s  h isto ric izes th is 
a e s th e tic ism , b u t it rem a in s  a n  o p e n  q u estio n  w h e th e r  o r  no t th e  totality of a e s th e tic ism  
is su sc e p tib le  to h istoric ist dem ystifica tion . A nd ev en  s o - h o w  to  dem ystify  the  
d e m y s t i f ie r s ?
But m u st o n e  c h o o s e  b e tw e en  two a sc e tic ism s?  B etw een  p le a su re  an d  utility? Only if 
o n e  fo rg e ts  th a t p le a su re  a n d  utility a re  phenom eno log ica l e x p e r ie n c e s  of the  rea d e r .
For th e  re a d e r , th e  s a m e  w ork c an , a t different tim es, be  u sefu l a n d  u s e le s s , p le a su ra b le  
a n d  u n p lea su rab le . This m e a n s  th a t "ends" a s  su c h  a re  n e v e r  "there," for every  e n d  
tow ard  w h ich  o n e  t e n d s - e v e n  th e  e n h a n c e m e n t of l ife -c o n ta in s  a n o th e r  possib ility  
ju s t b e y o n d ; e .g ., th e  d is -e n h a n c e m e n t of life.
T h e  w ork  o f literary  critic ism  e n ta ils  lim its to re a d in g s , for th e re  is no criticism  
w ithout b ra c k e ts . For S p a n o s , a s  for Frank , th e  valorization  o f an  e n d  is linked to 
c lo su re  a n d  p re s e n c e . T h u s  S p a n o s  tie s  to g e th e r  "the phenom eno log ica l articulation of 
th e  on to logy  th a t in h e re s  in th e  form al s tru c tu re ” with "w hat I p re fe r  to  call th e  'tim e- 
s h a p e ' of th e  p articu la r work." T his "work" is la te r sp ec ified  a s  an  "event." Now the  
term  "sh ap e"  a p p e a ls  to spatia lity  e v e n  if its qualified s ta tu s  rem in d s  u s  th a t a  s h a p e  is 
no t n e c essa rily  b o u n d e d  on  all s id e s ; th a t 's  why th e re  c a n  b e  o p e n  form s. As it tu rn s  out, 
how ever, th is  t im e -sh a p e  is b o u n d e d . But th e  s h a p e  of the  e v e n t a lte rs  acco rd in g  to "its
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re la tio n sh ip  to th e  p reva iling  world view(s}" a n d  "its o n to log ica l c o m m itm en t from  th e  
c r i t ic s 's  ow n p e r s p e c t iv e / s
T h is  d iffers sign ifican tly  from E liot's notion th a t th e  c rea tio n  of a  w ork of a rt a lte rs  
th e  in te r re la t io n s h ip s -o r  trad ition—o f all th e  p rev io u s  w o rk s of a rt. For S p a n o s  th e  
t im e -s h a p e  of th e  a rtis tic  e v e n t a lte rs  w h en  th e  critic a n d  w orld-view  c h a n g e . For Eliot 
th e  w ork  of art itse lf n e v e r  c h a n g e s , only  its "position" re la tive  to  th e  o th e r  w orks. For 
S p a n o s  th e  work o f a rt is ex isten tia l; fo r Eliot, e s se n t ia l .  But for b o th  "form" {text o r 
trad ition) rem ain s  in ta c t e v e n  if its s h a p e  a lte rs .
S p a n o s  c ite s  th e  N ew  Critics' a p p e a l to  the  p las tic  a r ts  a s  proof of their spatializing 
te n d e n c ie s . But if th e  N ew  Critics' a n a lo g y  b e tw een  th e  literary a n d  p la s tic  a r ts  h a s  
b e c o m e  so  "ingrained  in th e  c o n s c io u s n e ss  of th e s e  critics th a t it h a s  b e c o m e  the  root 
a rc h e ty p e  of their critical vocabu lary ,"  th is  d o e s n 't  m e a n  S p a n o s  d is a g re e s  with th e  
d istinc tions on w hich th e  ana logy  is fo u n d ed . T hough he  w rites tha t "the new  Critics a n d  
th e ir p ro g en y  . . . a s s u m e  the  literary w ork to b e  su c h  th a t, like th e  m o d ern  a b s tra c t 
p a in tin g  o r scu lp tu re , w e  a p p re h e n d  it m o re  o r  le s s  s im u ltan eo u sly  in a n  in stan t of 
tim e," S p a n o s  a g r e e s  with the  d istinction  itself s in c e , fo r him , th e  sp a tia l p e rsp e c tiv e  
te n d s  "to ab s tra c t o r to  d eh u m a n ize  literary  art," But th e  sp a tia l p e rsp e c tiv e  a s  the 
valo riza tion  of sim u ltane ity  d e h u m a n iz e s  th e  p lastic  a r ts  too . A s w e  sh a ll s e e ,  it is no t 
th a t S p a n o s  h a s  sim ply  n e g lec ted  th e  deh u m an iza tio n  of th e  p lastic  a r ts  by spatia l form 
th e o ry . He a g re e s  in  princip le with L e s s in g 's  sp a tia l/te m p o ra l d istin c tio n s .7
B u t if it is an  illusion th a t the  p las tic  a r ts  a re  m ore  sp a tia l th an  tem p o ra l, th a t the  
lite ra ry  a r ts  a re  m o re  tem p o ra l than  sp a tia l, th en  S p a n o s  p e rp e tu a te s  th e  illusion w hen  
h e  u s e s  L essing 's  d istinc tions to a rg u e  a g a in s t th r  N ew  C ritics p ro p en sity  to spa tia lize  
te x ts . S u c h  is the  b a s is  of his criticism  of C lean th  B rooks' critical p re su p p o s itio n s :
A s long a s  h e  is dea ling  with a  lyrical poem , s a y , T en n y so n ’s  "T ears , Idle T ears ,"  
o r  Y e a ts 's  "A m ong S chool C hildren," w here  th e  tim e -sh a p e  is a p p a re n tly  le s s  
im portant th a n  th e  im age o r m e ta p h o r  p a tte rn s , th is  kind of sp a tia l a p p re h e n s io n
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is o b sc u re d . But w hen he  is confronting  a  g e n re  w h e re  the  e m p h a s is  is 
e s se n tia lly  te m p o r a l- th e  novel o r  th e  d ram a , fo r e x a m p !e - th e  N ew  Critical 
te c h n iq u e s  o f sp a tia l  a n a ly s i s - a n d  its red u c tiv e  im p lic a tio n s -b e c o m e  
d ram atica lly  c le a r .
Lyric p o e m s  m ay  b e  a n a ly z e d  spatially  b e c a u s e  "the tim e -sh a p e  is a p p a ren tly  le s s  
im p o rtan t th an  th e  im a g e  o r  m e ta p h o r  p a tte rn s ,"  bu t it is p rom inen t in th e  d ra m a  or 
novel w hich a re  "e ssen tia lly  tem poral."  W hy a re n ’t " im age  o r m etap h o r p a tte rn s"  
equally  im portan t in n o v e ls  o r  d ra m a s ?  W hy a re n 't lyric p o e m s  "essen tia lly  
tem p o ra l?"  S p a n o s  o n  B rooks ag a in : "As brilliant a s  th e  explication is [B rook 's "fam ous 
exp lication  of 'M acbeth '"], it is, n e v e r th e le s s , prim arily a  s tu d y  of th e  reflex ive  
re la tionsh ip  b e tw e en  im a g e s  with only p a s s in g  re fe ren ce  to  th e  se q u e n c e  of e v e n ts  that 
g e n e ra te s  a n d  is on tologically  prior to th e  im age."9
Both S p a n o s ’ " im ages"  a n d  "im age" re fe r  to F rank 's  "striking p a s s a g e s ."  T h e  "im age" 
h e re  refe rs  to th e  en tirety  of a n  e v en t p e rc e iv e d  by a  v iew er. T he "im age" is co m p o se d  
of "im ages."  T h e s e  too  m u st b e  e v e n ts . E ven ts  a re  im ag es , a n d  im aginable b e c a u s e  of 
the ir t im e -sh a p e . T h e  Im age is th u s  sp a tia l a n d  tem poral. S o  o n e  can  d isc u s s  th e  
tem p o ra l d im en sio n  of a  lyric a s  m uch a s  m uch  ca n  d isc u s s  th e  spatia l d im ension  of a  
d ra m a . N e ith e r  d im e n s io n  is m o re  e s s e n t ia l  to  a  sp e c if ic  a r t- li te ra ry  o r  p las tic --o r a  
sp ec ific  g e n re .
S p a n o s  links th e  e s se n t ia l ,  tem p o ra l, litera tu re , e tc . b e c a u s e  he  b e lie v e s -w ith  
H e id e g g e r - th a t  e x is te n c e  is e sse n tia lly  tem p o ra l (cf. B eing  a n d  Time t. F o r bo th , 
sp a tia lity  is a s s o c ia te d  with h ie ra rch y , o p p re ss io n , s e d e n ta ry  cu ltu re, e tc . But if I 
follow a  n u m b er of c o m m e n ta to rs  on  th e  Je w /G ree k  tem p o ra l/sp a tia l d iffe ren ce , I m ust 
in sist th a t only s p a c e - n o t  sp a tia lity -c o u ld  give rise to th e  a b o v e  effec ts. A nd a s  I've 
n o te d  be fo re , th is s p a c e  is bound  up  with w h a t H eidegger c a lls  tim e: the  m ystification of 
tem porality  th a t g iv es  rise  to  theology a n d  technology .9
Like F rank , S p a n o s  w a n ts  to h av e  it both  w ays with re g a rd  to  L essing. H e w rites that
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L ess in g  is "clearly  w rong in his in s is te n c e  th a t a  pa in ting  or a  sc u lp tu re  is p e rce iv ed  in 
an  a b s o lu te  in stan t o f tim e." S in ce  th e re  c a n 't  b e  a  rela tive in stan t of tim e, how  is it that 
"L e ss in g 's  d istinc tion  obv iously  h a s  u ltim ate  validity, e sp ec ia lly  its fo cu s  on the  
se q u e n tia l c h a ra c te r  of th e  verbal m e d iu m .. .  ."to Like Frank , S p a n o s  fo rg e ts  th a t a  
pa in ting  m u st a lso  b e  re a d , m u st b e  v iew ed  se q u en tia lly  (which is n o t to  s a y  linearly). 
T h e  m ed ia  of bo th  th e  p las tic  a n d  literary  a rts  a re  fixed; n e ither w o rd s  n o r  co lo rs  m ove. 
A nd th e  re a d e r  o r v iew er both  m u st m ove his e y e s . S taring  is no m ore  th e  pe rcep tio n  of 
a  pain ting  th an  it is th e  read ing  of a  tex t. As for F rank , s o  for S p a n o s : p ercep tion  m e a n s  
tak ing  in th e  w ho le  w ork, o r its e s s e n c e ,  all a t  o n c e . P e rc e p tio n -s p a t ia l  g rasp in g  or 
te m p o ra l u n d e rs ta n d in g - is  a  to ta liz ing  c o n c e p t .^
S p a n o s ' criticism  of B rooks is fraugh t with am b iv a len ce . W hen h e  im plies tha t 
g e n re s  within lite ra tu re  a re  to varying d e g re e s  tem poral, he  h a s  not only sa id  th a t they  
a re  to  varying d e g re e s  spatia l (e .g ., th e  lyric is m ore  sp a tia l a n d  le s s  tem poral th an  the  
novel) bu t th a t th e re  is no  e ssen tia lity  w h a tso ev e r. O n e  w ould think th is  w ould b e  fine 
s in c e  S p a n o s  h a s  b e e n  arguing a g a in s t e ssen tia iism  a ltoge the r. But S p a n o s  s e e m s  to 
re c o g n iz e  th a t a s  th e  critical e n te rp ris e  in g en e ra l te n d s  tow ard  e sse n tia iism  inasm uch  
a s  it fo rm alizes  its s tra te g ie s , th en  th e re  m ight b e  a c c e p ta b le  "limits" ev en  for th e  
ex is ten tia lis t critic . T em pora l form  tu rn s  o u t to b e  ap p licab le  n o t only to art e v e n ts  but 
to  critics  too .
T his re tre a t from  th e  rad ical o p e n n e s s  of ex isten tia lism  m ark s th e  d isc u ss io n  of "m an- 
in-the-m idd le ,"  S panos*  term  for ex is ten tia l m a n 's  life on  e a rth . For S p a n o s , th is 
m idd le  "sta te"  d o e s  not p rec lu d e  n o s ta lg ia  o r h o p e  s in c e  m an-in -the-m idd le  lives within 
" th e  cond ition  of h u m an  freedom " w hich "is a  reca lc itran tly  fluid im a g e  with u n certa in  
lim its." H ow ever "uncerta in ,"  th e re  a re  "limits." T h e  a lte ra b le  t im e -sh a p e  of th e  
a rtis tic  e v e n t h a s  its a n a lo g u e  in th e  flux of th e  tem p o ra l form of m an-in -the-m idd ie .
T h e  b o u n d a rie s  of th e s e  fo rm s turn  o u t to b e  th e  limits of h u m an ization : "But a t certa in  
th eo re tic a l p o in ts  in e ith e r  d irection  from  th e  m iddle . . .  th e  effort "to en h a n ce "
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inevitably b e c o m e s  a  p ro c e s s  of d eg rad a tio n , o r dehum an iza tion ."  H ow ever a g re e a b le  
th is a rg u m e n t, it is p o s e d  from  a  point o f view  th a t p re s u p p o s e s  a  h u m an  identity 
(h o w e v e r in flux). T h is  p re su p p o s itio n  is, h o w ev er, "au then tic"  for th e  critic . It is 
only a  p resu m p tio n  for th e  a rtist. To pu t it a n o th e r  w ay , w h a te v er  p re su p p o s itio n s  
a b o u t th e  "hum an(e)"  th e  a rtis t m ay  d e m o n s tra te  in h is  a rt work, th ey  c a n  only be 
ju d g e d  a u th e n tic  o r inau then tic  by th e  critic. T he d ia lo g u e  th a t S p a n o s  u rg e s  b e tw een  
c ritics  a n d  a r t is ts  is really a  q u e s tio n -a n d -a n sw e r  s e s s io n . T he  a rtis t "q u es tio n s ,"  the  
critic a n s w e rs . T h e  critic  m o n ito rs  th a t  m o d ern  a d v e n tu re r , "the irre sp o n s ib le  a rtist, 
th e  a rb ite r  o f w h a t a rt is a n d  w h a t m an-in-the-w orld  sh o u ld  b e  like." T h e  tem erity  of 
th e  a rtist is linked to  h is re fu sa l to  talk with the  critic. W hat p rovokes S p a n o s  is not 
th e  in com m un ica tive  a r t  w ork o r a rtist bu t the  critics w ho , "by d e fau lt o f  evaluation ,"  
h a v e  allow ed  th e  a rtis t to c ircum ven t criticism  a n d  e n g a g e  in direct d ia lo g u e  with an  
a u d ie n c e .13
T his is th e  A rnoldian notion  of th e  critic a s  cu ltu ral g u a rd ian , a  cu ltu re  w h o se  o n ­
go ing  identity  (flux m a k e s  p ro b le m atic  its identity) is n e g o tia te d  by th e  critic  an d  artist. 
T h e  a u d ie n c e  is  no  m o re  e q u ip p e d  to  h o no r the  "limits" o f hum anity  th an  th e  
" irre sp o n sib le  a rtist."  T h e  c ritic /artis t e x c h a n g e  d o e s  not m ean  th e  p a rtic ip a n ts  hav e  
eq u a l s ta tu s . T his is a  d ia logue  b e tw e en  the  an a iy sa n d  a n d  th e  analyst. For S p a n o s , the 
se lf-know ledge  th a t th e  a rtist s e e k s  m u st be  re a c h e d  th rough  the  d e to u r  o f th e  critic. 
W hat h e  s u p p r e s s e s  is a n o th e r  possibility: th e  a rtist for w hom  this o th e r  is not the  
critic b u t th e  a u d ie n c e :
If fre e d o m  m e a n s  "a d e p a r tu re  from," its m oral g ro u n d , a s  all ex is ten tia lis ts  
insist, is re sp o n s ib ility  in th e  root s e n s e  of a n sw erin g  a n o th e r  a n d  answ erin g  for 
w h a t o n e  s a y s :  th e  obligation , th a t is, of acknow ledg ing  th e  integrity of th e  
s itu a tio n , w hich, a b o v e  all, c o n s is ts  of the  p re s e n c e  of a n o th e r  w ho is c a p ab le  of 
s p e e c h .13
N ev er m ind th a t th e  a u d ie n c e  s p e a k s  its approval o r  d isapp rova l by w ay  of th e  m arket.
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N e v e r m ind tha t w h en  it b u y s  into th e  art e v en t, it s a y s  y e s  an d  w h en  it d o e s  not buy it 
s a y s  no . If o n e  re s p o n d s  with the  well-known critique of c o n su m e rism  an d  
ad v e rtise m e n t, o n e  a lso  critic izes the  critic w h o se  p ro d u c ts  a re  a d v e rtise d  w h e n e v e r 
th ey  a p p e a r  in public  u n d e r  th e  em blem  of a  pub lisher. T h e  p ro fessio n a liza tio n  of 
in te llec tu a l life is linked to  th e  m ark e tp la ce  irre sp e c tiv e  of th e  in te llig en ts ia 's  political 
p o s tu re s .
T h e  critic/artist d ia lo g u e  ta k e s  th e  form of sp a tia l re la tio n s , tha t is, in S p a n o s ' 
te rm in o lo g y , im m obilized , h ie ra rch ica l, o p p re s s iv e . At w o rs t th e  critic  is th e  a rb ite r  
of cu ltu re : th e  artist a n d  a u d ie n c e  a re  a t th e  m ercy of h is ju d g em en t. At b e s t  both  the  
a rtis t  a n d  critic a re  a rb ite rs ; th e  a u d ie n c e  is su b je c t to their d e c is io n s . T h is is how  
S p a n o s  w ould like for th ings to b e . T he  c o n d e sc e n s io n  tow ard  th e  a u d ie n c e  an d  its critical 
p ro w e s s  is u n d isgu ised :
He [the critic] o w e s  th is  to th e  w riter, w h o se  w ork invariably  h a s  its s o u rc e  in 
e n c o u n te r  with ra th e r  th an  d is in te re s te d  con tem pla tion  of the  w orld. And he 
o w e s  it, a s  I h av e  tried to su g g e s t, to o th e r  m en , w ho a re  a lw ays a t  the  m ercy  of 
v iew s th ey  d o  n o t u n d e rs ta n d  a n d , m o re  im portan t p e rh a p s , th e ir a ll-too -hum an  
se lf-d e c e p tiv e  im p u lse  to objectify  th e ir d read fu l u n c e rta in tie s  in o rd e r  to m ake  
them  e a s ie r  to d e a l w ith J 4
* • *
S p a n o s ' e s s a y  o n  sp a tia liza tio n  w as  p u b lish ed  in 1970 , ju st a t  th e  m om ent literary 
critic ism  w a s  m aking  its ow n claim  for validity a n d  s ig n ifican ce  re la tiv e  to ’’c rea tive"  
w orks. B efo re  th e  F ren ch  invasion  in th e  la te  S ix tie s  g a v e  criticism  its s ta te -o f-th e - 
a r t  w eap o n ry , criticism  w a s  w h a t w ent on, m ostly  m eekly , in th e  a c a d e m y . M eanw hile, 
in th e  s tre e ts ,  a  w ho le  "co u n te rcu ltu re” w a s  grow ing: non-H ollyw ood films b e c a m e  
increasing ly  availab le  to a  m ain s tream  a u d ie n c e , in d ep e n d e n t book  p u b lish e rs  b e g a n  to 
is s u e  c u ttin g -ed g e  b o o k s , a n d  p o p  m usic  sp ro u te d  its own industry  of a rtis ts  a n d  critics. 
Little w o n d e r th e  b a ttle -c ry  of " re levance"  b e g a n  to b e  h e a rd  with in creasin g
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b e llig e re n c e  in th e  university . W ho cou ld  h a v e  p red ic ted  th en  th a t  te rm s  like 
d ec o n stru c tio n , tex ts  a n d  se m io tic s  w ould b e c o m e  p a rt of th e  ja rg o n  of jou rna lis ts  an d  
fad -w atch ing  m a g a z in e s  a n d  jo u rn a ls?  W ho w ould h av e  fo re se e n  d isc ip le s  of D errida, 
cu lts  o f F o u c a u ltia n s , a n d  h a n g e rs -o n  trailing B a rth e s  to New York d isc o s ?
In 1 9 7 0  th is  w a s  all still to  c o m e . T h e  anx ie ty  th a t the  critic m ay  h a v e  b e e n  losing 
his sm all ro le  in th e  cu ltu ral a ffa irs of th e  coun try  is p re s e n t in S p a n o s ' spa tia liza tion  
e s s a y . B ut a rm e d  with th e  new fan g led  in te res t in literary h e rm e n e u tic s , S p a n o s  is ab le  
to poin t a h e a d  to  th e  e leva tion  of th e  critical e n te rp ris e . H ence  h is in s is te n c e  on  d ia logue  
b e tw e en  critic  a n d  artist. T h e  anx ie ty  a n d  a g g re ss io n  a re  sy m p to m s of Spanos* 
rea liza tion  th a t  th is  "d ialogue" with th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  artist is still to  c o m e .
Of c o u rs e , th e  call for a  "crea tive  criticism ," a s  G eoffrey H artm an n  p u t it in 
Criticism  in th e  W ild e rn e ss  (1980), p re s u p p o s e d  th a t criticism  h e re to fo re  h a d  b e e n  
"n o n -c rea tiv e"  a n d  o b jec tiv e . C o m b in ed  with a  m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  of D errida 's  elliptical 
s ty le  (w hich  w a s  m e a n t to u n d e rs c o re  th e  re la t iv e -n o t  a b s o lu te -a u to n o m y  of literary  
a n d  ph ilo soph ica l tex ts) th is  be lief h a s  sp a w n e d  all k inds of p se u d o -D e rr id e a n  writing.
S e v e n  y e a r s  la te r  criticism  h a s  m ad e  g re a t  s tr id e s  tow ard  th e  lim elight re s e rv e d  for 
"artists" a n d  S p a n o s  s e e m s  m uch m o re  re la x ed  a n d  se lf -a ssu re d  in "B reaking th e  C ircle: 
H erm e n e u tic s  a s  D is-closure ."  A s the  positive  u s e  of the  term  h e rm e n e u tic s  in d ica tes , 
th e  fam iliar hyp h en a tio n  p o in ts  no t to  D errida b u t to  H eidegger. T h is  e s s a y  c o n tin u es  
S p a n o s ' a s s a u l t  a g a in s t  sp a tia l o r  " e sse n tia lis t” criticism . It m a rk s  S p a n o s ' first 
a tte m p t to  exp licate  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  h is  ex isten tial h e rm e n e u tic s  a n d  
H e id d e g g e r 's  destruc tive  h e rm e n eu tic s . It is a lso  h e re  that S p a n o s  exp lo res  In d e p th  the  
"dialogic" m odel; for him it is th e  m odel p a r  e x c e lle n c e  of th e  h e rm e n eu tica l circle.
B efore I beg in  I n e e d  to s tr e s s  th e  d ifference th a t S p a n o s  s e e s  b e tw e en  o p e n n e ss  a n d  
freed o m . F reed o m  is d ia logue ; o p e n e s s  is m ono logue . It d o e s  not requ ire  a  listener. This 
is w hy S p a n o s  ca lls  p ro p o n e n ts  of o p e n n e s  "irresponsib le"; th e re  is no t an  o th e r  to 
w hom  th e  sp e a k in g  a rtist is re sp o n s ib le . A s d ia lo g u e , freedom  is responsib ility . S in ce
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d ia lo g u e  is  a lso  th e  m odel for th e  h e rm e n eu tica l circle, it is  by  s tay ing  within th e  circle 
th a t o n e  a c ts  freely , th a t is, responsib ly . T h e  circle  d e s c r ib e s  th e  "limit" of th e  
d ia lo g u e , b e y o n d  which is "d eh u m an iza tio n ."15
Inso far a s  th e  d ialogic  e x c h a n g e  is th e  w ay  to th e  "u ltim ate  m ean in g  of be ing-in -the- 
world," th e  a n s w e rs  th a t  a r is e  from th is  d ia lo g u e  a re  p ro v is io n a l.15 T h e  "ultim ate 
m ean ing  of be ing  in th e  world" is that it is n o t ultim ate. M eaning  d o e s  not re s id e  in 
F rank 's  a e s th e tic iz e d  in a n d  of tim e. B e c a u s e  S p a n o s  c o n c e iv e s  of th e  d ia logue  a s  verbal 
a n d  o ral, h e  c o n c e iv e s  of th e  d ialogue a s  tem poral. Unlike w h a t is w ritten, th e  spoken  
an d  h e a rd  a re  tra n s ie n t. T h ey  last only in m em ory , an d  a s  m em ory  is im p rec ise  an d  
un reliab le , w h a t la s ts  is n o t m o n u m en ta lized . It is a lw ays a lte re d  w hen  reca lled . S u ch  
is S panos*  justification  for linking th e  o ral a n d  tem poral.
To re v e rs e  th e  ep is tem o log ica l h iera rchy  th a t "h as  v a lu e d  th e  e y e s  o v e r  th e  o th er 
s e n s e s  e v e r  s in c e  P la to  g a v e  them  on to log ica l priority," S p a n o s  m u st no t only a s s e r t  the 
priority o f th e  tem porality  o f h isto rica l m an  b u t m u st a lso  a s s e r t  th e  priority of th e  
tem porality  of th e  te x t.17 B oth  "hear" a n d  "sp eak " : th u s  th e  "reification of lan g u a g e , 
tran sfo rm atio n  o f w ords into im age , by th e  m ystified  logocen tric  h e rm e n e u tic s  of 
M odern ist criticism  . . . c lo s e s  off th e  possib ility  of h e a r in g  th e  tem porality  of w ords, in 
which th e  rea l 'b e in g ' of a  literary tex t in h e re s ." 15 T h e  " 'g ra sp a b le ' icon" of the  
m o d ern is t critic  is allow ed  to  e m e rg e  "explicitly a s . v e rb a l t e x t - a  tex t to  b e  h e a r d -  
from its c o n te x t in th e  rea lm  of d e p o s ite d  know ledge" by th e  ex is ten tia l critic .19
T his re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  th e  ex isten tia l critic a n d  the  literary  tex t is a n a lo g o u s  to 
th a t b e tw e e n  O lso n ’s  p ro jec tive  p o e t an d  th e  world. J u s t  a s  th e  ex isten tia l critic m ust 
allow h im self to h e a r  th e  tex t em erg ing  a s  a  v e rb a l ev en t, s o  th a t p ro jective p o e t m ust 
"stay  in sid e  him self" a n d  h e a r  "through h im self . . .  th e  s e c re ts  o b jec ts  share ."20  W h a t 
is a t i s s u e  fo r bo th  is th e  "fidelity" of lis ten ing  a n d  th e  "clarity" of rep roducing  w hat o n e  
h a s  h e a rd  in criticism  an d  p o e m s .
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J u s t  a s  th e  d ifference  be tw een  th e  art ev en t a n d  critic p re s u p p o s e s  a  d ia logue tha t 
a lte rs  both , s o  too th e  effect of th e  d ifference  b e tw een  th e  a rt e v e n t a n d  p o e t. This o c c u rs  
e a c h  tim e a  critic r e a d s ,  a  p o e t w rite s . T h e  h e rm en eu tica l circle links bo th  w riter a n d  
s u b je c t  th rough  th e  loop of in te rp re ta tio n .
S u c h  is th e  th rust of th is  e s sa y . T h e  se c o n d  p a rt of th e  e s sa y , "H eidegger,
K ierkegaard , a n d  th e  H erm eneu tic  C ircle: T ow ards a  P o stm o d ern  T heo ry  of 
In te rp re ta tion  a s  D is-closure ," a p p e a re d  a  y e a r  ea rlie r  in a n  an tho logy  on  H eidegger 
ed ite d  by S p a n o s . I re a d  the  e s s a y s  in th e  o rd er S p a n o s  ap p aren tly  in ten d ed , but I doub t 
it w ould h av e  m a d e  m uch  d ifference. T he  th e m e s  in th e  two w orks a re  relatively 
a u to n o m o u s , though  th ey  do  illum inate and  reinforce o n e  an o th er.
P e rh a p s  hav ing  an tic ip a ted  c ritic ism s reg ard in g  th e  c lo su re  of form  in g e n e ra l, a n d  
th u s  th e  p ro b lem s th e  notion of tem p o ra l form a n d  th e  h e rm en eu tica l circle  m ight give 
rise  to, S p a n o s  b e lie v es  he  is following H eidegger w h en  h e  d is tin g u ish es  th e  "vicious 
circle" of sp a tia l th o u g h t from th e  "au th en tic  c irc le” of ex isten tia l th o u g h t. But 
H e id eg g er q u e s tio n s  a n d  qualifies th e  m etap h o r of th e  circle  itself: "W hen o n e  talks of 
th e  'c ircle ' in u n d e rs ta n d in g , o n e  e x p re s s e s  a  failure to reco g n ize  two th in g s: (1) that 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  a s  su c h  m ak e s  up  a  b a s ic  kind of D ase in ’s  Being an d  (2) th a t this B eing is 
co n s titu ted  a s  a  c o re .” If this Being is co n s titu ted  a s  a  co re , a n d  u n d ers tan d in g  m ak e s  up 
a  b a s ic  kind of it, th en  ev en  if o n e  c o n c e iv e s  of th e  c o re  a s  a  point, th e re  is no w ay to 
c o n c e iv e  of u n d e rs tan d in g  in te rm s of a  geom etric  m etap h o r. H e id eg g er 's  u n ders tand ing  
is th en  c lo se  to  F ra n k 's  m ean in g  w hich shrinks from  history in an  in s ta n t of tim e. 
W h e re a s  F rank 's  m ean in g  a r is e s  sp o n ta n e o u sly  w hen  w e a p p re h e n d  th e  total form of an  
a r t  w ork , H e id e g g e r 's  u n d e rs ta n d in g  a r is e s  w hen  w e  " leap  into th e  'c irc le ,' prim ordially 
an d  wholly, so  th a t e v e n  a t  the s ta r t of th e  ana ly sis  of D ase in  w e m ake  su re  that w e have  
a  full v iew  of D a s e in 's  c ircu lar B e!ng."2i
F or H e id eg g er, u n d e rs ta n d in g  is a  to talizing ah is to rica l a c t th a t o c c u rs  prior to 
‘ m o v em en t a long  th e  c irc le  of in te rp re ta tion , it h a p p e n s  in th e  in s ta n ta n e o u s  "leap"
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{which m ay  b e  K ie rk eg aa rd 's  leap  of faith). In te rp re ta tion  is th u s  partial b e c a u s e  it is 
h isto rical. It n e v e r  le a d s  to  u n d e rs ta n d in g , th e  "full v iew  of D a se in 's  c ircu lar Being," 
s in c e  th is  u n d e rs ta n d in g  is th e  p recond ition  of "au th en tic” in te rp re ta tio n . Following 
H e id e g g e r  h e re , S p a n o s  s a y s  in te rp re ta tio n  is " 'e n d le s s - h is to r ic a l :  n o t sim ply a  fuller 
bu t a  m o re  p rob lem atic  a n d  d ynam ic  ex p e rien c e : th e  c o n cea lin g /u n co n cea lin g , 
t ru th /e r ro r  p r o c e s s  of be ing ."22
N ow  H e id e g g er 's  notion th a t w e ca n  h a v e  a  "full view  of D a se in 's  circu lar Being" 
re in sc rib es  P la to 's  m e ta p h y s ic s  of s igh t a n d  s p a c e  into th is tem p o ra l oral sy s te m .23 A nd  
s in c e  w e  m u st h a v e  th is  "full view" b e fo re  th e  tem p o ra l p ro c e s s  of in terp re tive  
listening c a n  beg in , H e id eg g er 's  m etap h y sic s  of s p a c e  a n d  sigh t function a s  the  
fo u n d a tio n s  on  w hich S p a n o s ' m e ta p h y s ic s  of tem porality  a n d  listening res t.
N ow it m ay a p p e a r  th a t S p a n o s  an d  H eidegger s h a re  the  s a m e  v iew s.2* Let m e un tie  
th e  th re a d s  a  little. H e id eg g er m a k e s  th e  claim  for u n d e rs ta n d in g  D a se in 's  circu lar 
B eing a s  th e  cond ition  for in te rp re ta tio n . But it is S p a n o s  w ho  links in te rp re ta tion  to 
listen ing . S p a n o s  h a s  a lre ad y  {in "B reaking th e  Circle") linked s ig h t an d  s p a c e  to 
m eta p h y s ic s . In so m e  w ay, th e n , S p a n o s  m ust refu te  o r a lte r w hat H e id eg g er s a y s  to 
avoid hav ing  his sy stem  d e p e n d e n t on  a  m etap h y sic s  of s p a c e  a n d  sight:
O n th e  o th e r  h a n d , in 'leap ing  into th e  c irc le ,' prim ordially a n d  wholly, in 
b eg inn ing  co n sc io u sly  in th e  lim ited a n d  co n tex tu a l tem p o ra l s tan d p o in t of be ing - 
in -the-w orld , th e  in te rp re te r  a s  e k -s ta tic  a n d  in te re s te d  o r  c a r e f ul D a se in  
'u n d e rs ta n d s ' be ing  b e fo reh an d , no t a s  a  derived  c o n cep tu a l proposition , a s  
finalized  a n d  sp a tia l totality in which all 'en titie s  . . . c a n  b e  su rv e y e d  a t a  
g la n c e ,' bu t only in a  v ag u e , a  dim  w ay, a s  th a t w hich h a s  b e e n  "covered  up" or 
'f o rg o t te n . '25
U n derstand ing  for S p a n o s  d iv e rg e s  from the  certa in ty  com m on to H e id eg g er an d  F r a n k s  
w e do  not e v e r  h av e  a  full v iew  of be ing . W e s e e  dimly a n d  v ag u e ly  a s  th rough a  dark  
g la s s . For S p a n o s , u n d e rs ta n d in g  is not to talizing. T his is a  sign ificant s tride  forw ard
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s in c e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  rem ain s  o p e n  to fu ture rev ision .
But S p a n o s ' refusa l to to ta lize  u n ders tand ing  d o e s  not reso lv e  th e  p roblem  of 
u n d e rs ta n d in g 's  a tem pora lity . O n the  co n tra ry , by reth inking u n d e rs ta n d in g  in th is w ay 
S p a n o s  tem p o ra lize s  it. W e d o n 't s e e  the  en tities  of be ing  in th e  instan t of a  g lan c e . This 
In turn m a k e s  u n d e rs ta n d in g  a  re su lt of th e  in terp re tive  p ro c e s s , no t its p recond ition . 
T h u s, ev en  th o u g h  th e  "whole," th e  "form," of h e rm e n eu tic  u n d e rs ta n d in g  is n o t the  
w ho le  a n d  form  o f ep iphan tic  u n d ers tan d in g , both  a re  n e c e s s a ry  for th e  com pletion  of the 
h e rm e n e u tic  c irc le . P re-h isto ric  m etap h y sica l u n d e rs ta n d in g  is th e  cond ition  of the  
in terp re tive  p r o c e s s  which le a d s  to historic  h e rm e n eu tica l "u n d ers tan d in g ."  A nd s in ce  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  a t  th e  "start" is "vague," a n d  "u n d ers tan d in g "  a t  th e  "end" is "fuller" but 
no t H e id e g g er 's  "full view  of D a se in 's  c ircu lar Being," S p a n o s  n e v e r  p o s its  a  totality.
But s in c e  p re -h is to ric  u n d e rs ta n d in g  is no t a  p a rt  of th e  in te rp re ta tiv e  p ro c e s s  itself, it 
r e s id e s  o u ts id e  h isto ry . In add ition , by linking th is  "preon to log ical"  (Spanos* w ord) 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  to  se e in g  ("dimly"} S p a n o s  a p p e a r s  to found  in terp retive listening on  a  
v iew ed  u n d e rs ta n d in g .
T h u s , w h e re a s  the  m etap h y sica l p e rsp e c tiv e  te n d s  to u n d e rs ta n d  o r ra th e r  
'm isunderstand*  b e ing  (a n d  u n d e rs tan d in g ) by in te res ted ly  n eg a tin g  th e  originary 
in te r e s t  of th e  in te rp re te r 'on  the  su p p o sitio n  tha t it is m easu rin g  up  to  th e  
lo ftiest rigou r of sc ien tific  in v es tig a tio n ,' th e  ex is ten tia l/o n to lo g ica l s ta n d p o in t 
of p h en o m en o lo g y  is 'g u id e d  and  r e o u la te d ' (BT, 63 , 3 5 9 , SZ , 314) . .  . T he  
h e rm e n e u tic  circle is th u s  n o t a  v icious circle , d e s p ite  its p re su p p o s itio n s  ab o u t 
be ing . F o r a t  the  'e n d ' of th e  tem poral p ro c e s s  of in terpretive d isc lo su re  th e  
'w h o le ,' th e  'form ,' it d isc o v e rs , to  p u t it mildly, is q u ite  d ifferen t from  th e  
w ho le , th e  form , a s  o b jec t of th e  beg inn ing . It tu rn s  o u t to be  'e n d ie ss '- -  
h istorical: no t sim ply a  fuller bu t a  m ore  p ro b lem atic  a n d  dynam ic  e x p e rien c e : 
th e  c o n c ea lin g /u n c o n c e a lin g , tru th /e rro r p ro c e s s  of be ing .27  
T he  m etap h y sica l p e rsp e c tiv e  m isu n d e rs ta n d s  u n d e rs ta n d in g  b e c a u s e  it fo rg e ts  its own
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historic ity . T h is  "error" is n e c e s s a ry  in o rd er for m e ta p h y s ic s  to  cu lm in a te  in the  
d rea m  o f  techno log ica l m a s te ry  of th e  world. M etap h y sic s  a s  spatiality  c o v e rs  over 
be ing  a s  tem porality . O n e  u n d e rs ta n d s  this v aguely  a n d  uncertain ly  o n c e  o n e  v iew s 
m e ta p h y s ic s  a s  th e  co v e rin g -o v e r th a t c o n c e a ls  th e  tru th  of tem porality  (b e in g ).28 B ut 
s in c e  m e ta p h y s ic s  a s  a  priori u n d e rs tan d in g  is th e  g ro u n d  for th e  lem porai 
"u n d ers ta n d in g "  of b e in g , th e  "truth" of tem poral b e in g  is  th e  co v erin g -o v er o f sp a tia l 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  tha t know s th is  tru th . And ye t o n e  cou ld  a rg u e  th a t th is prior 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  is p o ssib le  only b e c a u s e  of ou r tem p o ra l condition. A nd s o  on , in a  circle. 
At bo ttom , th e re  is no ’ground" tha t h a s  b e e n  c o v e re d  u p . T he dialogic m ovem en t of 
" c o n c e a lm e n t/u n c o n c e a lm e n t, tru th /error" is th e  d ialog ic  m o v em e n t of sp a tia l a n d  
tem p o ra l c o n c e p ts , n o n e  of w hich  is m ore  "true" th an  a n y  o ther.
O n e  m igh t w onder th en  w hy S p a n o s  fee ls  com pelled  to  follow H eidegger an d  m ake
u n d e rs ta n d in g  a  g ro u n d ed  p recond ition  of in te rp re ta tion . H aving h isto ric ized  th e
h e rm e n e u tic a l u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t follows in te rp re ta tio n , hav ing  m ad e  u n d e rs ta n d in g
partial a n d  uncerta in , it m ight s e e m  that S p a n o s  cou ld  sim ply h av e  d ism isse d  a t  the
o u ts id e  th e  a  priori u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t lies o u ts id e  tem porality . But w ithout this
e p ip h an tic  u n d ers tan d in g  o n e  n e v e r  g e ts  to h e rm e n eu tica l "understand ing ."  T h e
m e ta p h y s ic a l c o n c ep t of u n d e rs ta n d in g  d e fin e s  a  limit, w h e th e r  rigid (spatia l) o r
flexible( tem p o ra l). For S p a n o s ,  th is limit is th e  d ia log ic  p ro c e s s  (which e x c lu d e s  the
au d ie n c e ). A s for H eidegger, s o  for S p a n o s  the  d ia lo g u e  a s  limit g u id e s  a n d  reg u la te s .
D o u b tless  th e  limits p re sc r ib e d  h e re  a re , for S p a n o s , h is co n cep tio n  of
"dehum an iza tion ."  W e know  all too  well w hat H e id e g g er 's  w ere . T his is w hy only
m e ta p h y s ic s  c a n  "set" b o rd e rs  a n d  limits.29
* * *
H aving ex a m in ed  th e  n u ts  a n d  bo lts  of S p a n o s ' h e rm e n eu tic s , I think it only fair to 
look a t  th e  w ay  it w orks a s  a  literary critical m ethodo logy . B e c a u se  S p a n o s  b e liev es  in 
the  d ia lo g ic  m ovem en t of tru ty  a n d  error, u n c o n c ea lm e n t a n d  c o n cea lm en t, h e  c la im s to
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no t s a y  th e  "truth" of the  text in q u e s tio n , Eliot’s  W a s te  Land, bu t to a rg u e  a g a in s t th o se  
in te rp re ta tio n s  th a t claim  a  tru th . In sh o rt, h e  w an ts  to  "open" E liot's p o e m . T he e s s a y  
in q u e s tio n , "R epetition  in T he  W a ste  L an d : A P henom eno log ica l D estruction ," a p p e a re d  
tw o y e a rs  a f te r  th e  e s s a y s  outlining his critical s tr a te g ie s .
A lthough his "destruc tion  of T h e  W a s te  Land will n o t constitu te  a  critique of the  poem  
o r  o f its rec e iv e d  in te rp re ta tio n s ,"  S p a n o s ' d e s tru c tio n  will co n s titu te  a  critique  of th e  
c la im s  to  a u th en tic ity  by th o se  " re c e iv e d  in te rp re ta t io n s ." ^  And it d o e s  so  not by 
sh a k in g  off th o s e  in te rp re ta tio n s  th a t  co n s titu te  a  trad ition , bu t by app rop ria ting  an d  
d em o tin g  them  to  th e  se c o n d a ry  s ta tu s  of th e  in au th en tic  in th e  h ie ra rch ica l relation 
a u th e n tic /in a u th e n tic . A nd yet, the  d istinction  itself a s  well a s  th e  v a lu e  ju d g m en t 
in au g u ra te  th e  m o v em e n t of m e ta p h y s ic s , for au then tic ity  a n d  h ierarchy  d e p e n d  on 
p rec o n c e iv e d  limits. S in ce  th e s e  c o n c e p ts  p re c e d e  a n d  d e te rm in e  th e  in terp re ta tion  th a t 
follow s, th ey  c o n s titu te  S p a n o s ' a  priori u n d e rs tan d in g  o f th is poem .
N ow  in so far a s  S p a n o s ’ h e rm e n e u tic s  purport to  re v e rs e  the  trad itional h ierarchy  of 
m eta p h y s ic a l c o n c e p ts , it re s e m b le s  th e  first m o v em en t o f d eco n stru c tio n . It is on the  
b a s is  of th is  re v e rs e d  tradition th a t th e  p h en o m en o lo g ica l reduction c a n  occu r:
A nalogously , a  destruc tion  of T h e  W aste  Land will involve a  p henom eno log ica l 
red u c tio n --a  b rack e tin g , a s  it w e re , of th e  s p a tia l  h e rm e n e u tic  p e rsp e c tiv e , 
w hich  is th e  literary  eq u iv a len t of m e ta p h y s ic s , to retu rn  "to th e  th ings 
th e m s e lv e s ,"  th a t  is, an  o rig ina tive  o r u n p riv ileg ed  tem p o ra l (ek -s ta tic )  
h e rm e n eu tic  s ta n c e  befo re  th e  tex t a s  p ro c e s s .3 1 
Tw o y e a rs  b e fo re  in th e  1977 e s s a y  "herm eneu tic"  tem porality  w a s  o p p o s e d  to 
"ep o p h an tic"  spatia lity . Now th e re  c a n  b e  a  "spatia l h e rm e n eu tic  p e rsp e c tiv e "  in 
o p p o sitio n  to a  " tem poral (ek-sta tic) h e rm e n eu tic  s ta n c e . ' S tan d in g  tem porally  befo re  a  
"text a s  p ro c e ss"  is no t th e  s a m e  a s  looking a t a  tex t from  a  certain  position  
("perspective"). I s u p p o s e  th is m e a n s  th a t  o n e  s ta n d s  a w a re  of o n e 's  tem porality  a s  
o p p o s e d  to believing o n e  s ta n d s  in th e  in stan t of tim e o u ts id e  history. B e c a u s e  o n e  is
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a w a re  of o n e 's  tem porality , o n e  c a n n o t "privilege" o n e 's  s tan d in g . S o  w hy, th en , b racket 
th e  "spa tia l h e rm e n eu tic  s ta n c e "  s in c e  it too  is a  "herm eneu tic"  an d  sh o u ld  th ere fo re  be 
"orig inative o r unpriv ileged" a n d  c a p a b le  of retu rn ing  o n e  to " 'the th in g s  th e m s e lv e s " ?  
A fter all, " in terp re ta tion" for th e  N ew  C ritics w a s  a lso  a  "p ro c e ss ,"  w hich  is w hy Frank, 
for in s ta n c e , in s is ts  o n  th e  tem porality  of litera tu re . S patia lity  only c o m e s  in to  p lay  a s  
form  a n d  m ean ing  a fte r  read in g . T his is why S p a n o s ' no tion  of an  a  priori u n d ers tan d in g  
is a n a lo g o u s  to F ran k 's  a  posterio ri form  a n d  m ean in g . T h o u g h  o n e  is partia l while the 
o th e r  is  c o m p le te , b o th  re s id e  o u ts id e  tem porality  in tim e.
D esp ite  the  neu tra lity  "unprivileged" a n d  "bracketing" point to, I s u s p e c t  th a t S p a n o s ' 
te m p o ra l h e rm e n e u tic s  a re  b e ing  p riv ileged  h e re :
M ore specifically , th en , a  d e s tru c tio n  of T h e  W a ste  L and will req u ire  d isc o v e r in g  
o r d is -c lo s in q  a n d  th u s  retrieving the  be-ing  (the  p ro c e s s )  of th e  p o em  that the 
sp a tia l h e rm e n e u tic s  of th e  W e ste rn  literary  trad ition  th a t c u lm in a te s  in the  
N ew  Critical p o e tic s  of ironic in c lu s iv e n e ss  h a s  in the  b lin d n e ss  o f its insight (to 
a p p ro p ria te  P au l d e  M an 's p h ra se )  c o v e re d  o v e r  o r c lo se d  off from  view . . . .32 
S p a n o s  th en  a n n o u n c e s  th e  explicit in ten t of h is d estru c tio n  of Eliot's p o em :
S u c h  a  'p h en o m en o lo g ica l' d es tru c tio n , o r 'd e -co n stru c tio n ,' a s  J a c q u e s  D errida 
c a lls  it, will d isc lo se , I subm it, th a t T he  W a ste  L an d , far from ach iev ing  a  
priv ileged s ta tu s  a s  au to n o m o u s  o b jec t ou tside  o f tem poral e x is te n c e , a s  h a s  b e e n  
c la im ed  b o th  by  its ad m ire rs  a n d  d e tra c to rs  a like , is in fact a  b as ica lly  o p en - 
e n d e d . a  h is to rica l, p o em  th a t dem ystifies  th e  r e a d e r ’s  trad itional, i.e ., 
logocen tric , e x p e c ta tio n s  a n d  e n g a g e s  him  in h isto ry  in the  m o d e  of d is-covery  o r
d is -c lo s u re .3 3
But th is e m p h a s is  on  o p e n -e n d e d n e s s  a n d  historicality is p rob lem atized  by th e  lan g u ag e  
of th e  following p a ra g ra p h :
If o n e  a p p ro a c h e s  the  poem  as a  tem poral p ro c e s s  ra th e r th an  a s  a  p las tic  or 
sp a tia l "object" or, to p u t it a n o th e r  w ay, from th e  beg inn ing  ra th e r  th an  from
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th e  e n d  (p h en o m e n o lo g ic a lly  ra th e r  th a n  N ew  C ritically—o r  S tru c tu ra lly ), 
w h a t h e  will d isc o v e r  is  th a t s p a c e  o r ra th e r  th e  tradition of sp a tia l pe rcep tio n  
{em bod ied  in th e  figure  o f T iresias) is th e  p ro b le m  ra th e r  th an  th e  so lu tion  of 
th e  p o e t-p ro ta g o n is t a n d  th a t  h is "m ythic m ethod" o r, ra th e r, h is u s e  of m yth is 
no t a  logocen trie  m e a n s  of dehistoric iz ing  (w hich, of c o u rse , is a n o th e r  w ay of 
sa y in g  'd eh u m an iz in g ')  h istory , b u t a  w ay  of form ally a n d  them atica lly  
rea p p ro p ria tin g , of r e p o s s e s s in g , th e  in tegrity  of h isto rica l tim e .s*
Earlier I w ro te  th a t th e  rad ica l im plications of tem porality  led to  no  "en d s,"  s o  th a t 
in asm u ch  a s  S p a n o s  p o s its  a n  e n d  for literature  (the  "en h an cem en t"  of life) he 
re in sc rib es  a  sp a tia l v a lu e  into h e rm en eu tics . N ow  s in c e  I am  argu ing  th a t th e re  is no 
tem porality  w ithou t spatia lity , th is  is nothing for w h ich  I criticize S p a n o s .  In th e  ab o v e  
p a s s a g e  th e  v a lu e  of spa tia lity  is s ig n a lled  by th e  te rm s  "reappropria ting ,"  
" re p o sse s s in g "  a n d  "integrity." A nd d e sp ite  th e  qualifying "historical," I include a lso  
"time." T h e  p ro b le m s th e s e  w o rd s  give rise  to a re  en o rm o u s , ( t )  T h e  poe t- 
pro tagonists*  "u se  of myth" co u ld  only valo rize  tem porality  if m yth w e re  th e  o b jec t of 
criticism  in th e  p o e m . Now if it in d ee d  is th e  o b jec t (e .g ., T ires ias) of criticism , and  
tem porality  is v a lo rized , th e n  (2) o n e  could  not p o s s e s s  w hat is n e v e r  p re s e n t b e c a u s e
(3) w hat is a b s e n t  c a n n o t b e  d e fin e d  by th e  in teg ra l. It is true  th a t "historical tim e" 
re fe rs  to h e rm e n eu tica l "u n d ers tan d in g "  (partial), b u t a s  I a rg u e d  a b o v e , a n d  a s  the  
w ord "time" (like E liot's "m yth") s ig n a ls , a  priori u n d e rs ta n d in g  a n d  a  poste rio ri 
"u n d ers tan d in g "  o c c u r  b e fo re  a n d  a fte r  tem porality .
T he  H e id eg g erian  th e m e s  o f appropriation  a n d  integrity th a t S p a n o s  h im self re a d s  in 
the  p o em  s tre n g th e n  the  h a n d s  of th e  New Critics' read ing  of T he W a ste  L an d . And w hen 
he  w rites of th e  a n a lo g o u s  th e m e  of reconciliation in th e  p o em , h is prioritizing of 
tem p o ra lity  a p p e a r s  a rb itra ry :
T h u s , ju s t a s  th e  p sycho log ical th rust in E liot's poetry  is to w a rd s  the  
reconciliation  of though t a n d  feeling (the p sy c h ic  a g e n ts  of th e  ob jec tive  a n d
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su b je c tiv e  s e lv e s ) , s o  th e  h isto rica l th ru st is to w ard s  the  reconciliation  of 
h u m an  life in tim e a n d  be ing , m otion a n d  s tilln ess , a  reconcilia tion , how ever, in 
w hich tem porality  la n d  m otion), d e sp ite  E liot's a m b ig u o u s  n o s ta lg ia  for lost 
o rio lns. Is on to lo a ica llv  p rio r to  b e in g  fan d  s t i l l n e s s . ^
B ut th e  prioritizing o f tem porality  is n o t on to log ica l a t  all. It tu rn s  o u t th a t its priority 
is a n  e th ical n e c e s s ity :
a  p h en o m en o lo g ica l/ex is ten tia l u n d e rs ta n d in g  of h istory  a n d  of tim e is m ore 
original th an  th e  derived  o r  sp a tia lized  view  of th e  W este rn  on to theo iog ica l 
tradition [b e c a u s e  it view s] . . .  a  c e n te r le s s  a n d  co n tin g en t u n iv e rse  which 
n e v e r th e le s s  d isc lo s e s  o r o p e n s  up  to  th e  in te re s te d  . . . m an  . . .  th e  possibility— 
but o n ly  a n d  a lw a y s  th e  possib ility—th at h isto ry , how ever, " e n d le ss"  both  p a s t  
a n d  fu tu re , Is n e v e rth e le s s  m ean ingfu l. . . ,36 
By em p h asiz in g  only th e  possibility of a  m eaningful h isto ry , S p a n o s  p re te n d s  to no 
m etap h y sica l c la im s a b o u t th e  m ean in g  of history. T h u s  th e  "in te rested"  m an  s ta n d s  
o p e n  to  w h a t th e  u n in te re s te d  m a n - w h o  b e lie v e s  h isto ry  is m eaningfu l o r m e a n in g le s s -  
is  c lo se d  to. But if o n e  c a n  only u n d e rs ta n d  th is b e fo re h a n d -w h ic h  is to  say , 
m e ta p h y s ic a lly -o n e  w ou ld  hav e  h a d  to  s a y  th a t h isto ry  is possib ly  m ean ingfu l or 
m e a n in g le ss . T h a t is , s in c e  w e u n d e rs ta n d  b e fo reh an d  m etaphysica lly , it w ould not b e  
m ore  m eta p h y s ic a l ( a s  in a  little p reg n a n t)  to beg in  in th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t history is 
m ean ingfu l b u t th a t it is possib ly--only  a n d  a !w a y s--m e a n in g le ss . My q u es tio n : is 
th e re  any  particu la r r e a s o n  S p a n o s  b e lie v e s  in te re s ted  m an  b e g in s  in th e  u n ders tand ing  
th a t h isto ry  is m e a n in g le s s ?
I m u st re tu rn  to  S p a n o s ’ e s s a y  on spatia liza tion . In th e  m idst of his a tta ck  on the  
"irresp o n sib le  artist"  S p a n o s  d e c r ie s  th e  critics w ho re fu s e  to  ju d g e  w orks of art 
qualita tively  an d  in s te a d  be lieve, for e x a m p le , th a t "Leni R ie fe n s tah l 's  T h e  Trium ph of 
th e  Will is a s  g o o d  a s  T h o m as M ann’s  T h e  M agic M ountain : William B u rro u g h s  N aked  
Lunch is a s  good  a s  William F au lkner's  T h e  S o u n d  an d  th e  F urv : and  A ndy W arhol’s
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s ig n a tu re  is a s  g o o d  a s  T. S . Eliot’s  Four Q u a r te ts ." All this b e c a u s e  th e  critics a re  
"fearful lest in th e  p ro c e s s  of offering a  ju d g m en t, th ey  m iss th e  po in t a n d  fall h ead lo n g  
on to  th e  sp ik e s  of 's q u a re n e s s . '" 37 This m ay  well h av e  b e e n  tru e  for so m e  critics. But 
w h a t if o th e r  critics re fu se d  evaluation  in th e  n a m e  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  not freed o m ? T he 
very  nex t p a ra g ra p h  o f th e  S p a n o s  e s s a y  b e g in s  by  say ing  ju st th is: "In th e  n a m e  of 
o p e n n e s s , freedom  is den ied ."33 I h a v e  a lread y  exp la ined  th a t S p a n o s  d e fin es  freedom  a s  
responsib ility  to th e  o th e r  of th e  d ia logue . And th a t for S p a n o s  th is  o th e r  is th e  critic. 
But th e  fac ts  o f th e  m atte r  a re  th a t th e s e  "open" a rtis ts  no t only h a v e  o th e rs  in their 
a u d ie n c e s  but qu ite  often  in their au d ie n c e  th e re  a re  o th e r  critics. T hey , too , a re  
p ro p o n en ts  of "freedom ," bu t o n e  th a t h a s  e s c a p e d  S p a n o s ' freedom . T hey  a re  not a  part 
of th e  a c ad e m y . N ot only d o e s  S p a n o s  w ant to privilege critics in th e  d ialogue with the 
a rtist b u t h e  a lso  w a n ts  to  privilege th e  a c c re d ite d  critics.
P e rh a p s  ev en  in 1979 , then , a t  the  tim e of th e  e s s a y  on  T he W a ste  Land. S p a n o s  
b e liev ed  tha t th e  cu ltural a n d  socia l u p h e a v a ls  of th e  p a s t cen tu ry  h a d  m ad e  history 
"m ean in g le ss ,"  a n d  e sp ec ia lly  s o  for th e  a c a d e m ic  critic w atch ing  his role in history  
dw indle. A nd so , for him, th e  history th a t h a s  p a s s e d  a n d  th e  h istory  to  c o m e  a re  only 
a n d  possib ly  m ean ingfu l. N o doub t th is possib ility  will d e p e n d  o n  th e  resu rrec tio n  of the 
c r i t i c .
I return  to  th e  e s s a y  on  T he W aste  L and . Everything e lse  h e re  d e p e n d s  o n  the  ethical 
im perative  to prioritize tem porality . T he  b a la n c e  o f S p a n o s ' "read ing" of th e  p o em  
d e p e n d s , h o w ev er, o n  sp a tia l m e tap h o rs . M oreover, every th ing  h e  s a y s  in th e  read ing-- 
e x c e p t for th e  m o m e n ts  w h en  h e  in sis ts  th a t tem porality  is p rio r to  spa tia lity --show s 
how  tem p o ra l in te rp re ta tion  le a d s  to sp a tia l u n d e rs ta n d in g . T his " s p a c e ” is not sim ply 
th a t of a  p oem  o r novel: ra th e r, it b e c o m e s  th e  form  in w hich history e m e rg e s  a t any 
m o m en t a s  "m eaningfu l" (i.e ., it h a s  a  "pattern"):
For th e  d is-c lo siv e  function  of th e  h isto rica l s e n s e  invo lves s im u ltan eo u sly  th e  
in te rp re te r 's  co n tin u a l d es tru c tio n  (or de-m ytho log izing) o f th e  tex t . . . a n d  dis-
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covery  o f a t lea s t th e  su g g e s tio n  o f a  m ore  o rig inative tem p o ra l continuity , a  
m o re  prim ordial underly ing  p a tte rn  (being) th a t  pu lls  a  s e n s e le s s  a n d  e ro s iv e  
c ircu la rity  in to  sp ira l s h a p e ,  th u s  lineariz ing  re c u r re n c e  o r , m o re  a c c u ra te ly , 
p ro g re s s iv e ly  d e e p e n in g  th e  in te rp re te r 's  o rig ina l, p reo n to lo g ica l, 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of b e in g -w ith o u t g round ing  d irection  in th e  c a u s a l  s e q u e n c e  of 
p o s itiv is tic  o r c lo ck tim e  ra tio n a lism .3 9  
Loosely  tra n s la te d  into the  la n g u a g e  of r e a d e r - re s p o n s e  theo ry , th is  m e a n s  tha t the  
in te rp re te r 's  ( re a d : re a d e r ’s) u n d e rs ta n d in g  of a  tex t fu n c tio n s  a s  a  horizon  u n d e r  which 
h y p o th ese s  a re  m ad e  an d  d isca rd ed  a s  o n e  a p p ro a c h e s  w hat can n o t b e  rea ch ed : the 
horizon  ("total" u n d e rs ta n d in g ). T h is  in terp re tive  m o v e m e n t is tem p o ra l a n d  sp a tia l 
re g a rd le s s  of w h a t th e  in te rp re te r  o r tex t "in tends":
W e m ay  rea lize , ra th e r, th a t it [the  poem ) c o n s ti tu te s  a n  ex p lo ra tiv e  se e k in g  
(p e r ip lu s l  to  reu n ite  bo th  p o le s  of th e  an tin o m y ; m o re  sp e c if ic a lly -to  
e m p h a s iz e  th e  on to log ica l priority of tem porality  in th e  q u e s t  for fo rm -to  
d is c o v e r  form  in  p ro c e s s , e s s e n c e  in  e x is te n ce , be ing  in  be-ing.^o 
To s e e k  sp a tia l form  in tem porality  d o e s  not m ean  th a t th e  form er is de riv ed  from  th e  
la tte r. But s in c e
th is in te rp re ta tio n  is g ro u n d e d  in th e  tem p o ra l d is-co v e ry  of an  e m e rg e n t 
"sp iral"  ( re c u rre n t- lin e a r)  m o tion  in th e  c irc u la r  s tru c tu ra l s u r fa c e  of th e  
poem *!
I c a n 't  s a y  th e  o p p o s ite  e ither: th a t tem porality  in. sp a tia l form  m e a n s  th e  la tte r is prior 
to  th e  fo rm er.
*  *  *
In so far a s  it c o n s titu te s  an  implicit c ritique  of th e  kind of ex is ten tia l h e rm e n e u tic s  th a t 
c a n  b e  d e riv ed  from  H e id e g g er 's  w ork, J a c q u e s  D errida 's  explicit d eco n stru c tio n  of a  
su b s tan tia l n u m b e r  of H eideggerian  c o n c e p ts  m ay, for s o m e  re a d e rs , tak e  on  th e  
a p p e a ra n c e  of a  resu sc ita tion  of m e ta p h y s ic s .*2 R e jec tin g  th e  criterion  of s p e c u la t io n -
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w hich  looks to  o r for th a t  w hich c a n  n e v e r  a p p e a r  to s ig h t (th a t is, to em pricism )--in  
favor o f a  logic th a t sh u ttle s  b a c k  a n d  forth b e tw e en  em piric ist a n d  idealist positions, 
D errida  e le v a te s  th e  v a lu e  of p lay  a s  a  c o u n te r  to  th e  m etap h y sica l v a lu e  of work.
T h e  g e s tu re  often  a s s o c ia te d  with d eco n stru c tio n  is D errida 's  d istinctions b e tw een  
w hat a n  au th o r w a n ts  to  s a y  a n d  w hat his text d o e s  s a y . T h is  d ifference is w hat th e  late 
P au l d e  M an m ea n t by entitling h is first m a jo r  work on  literary  theo ry  B lin d n e ss  a n d  
In sig h t (1971). T his d iffe ren ce  a n im a te s  D ere id a 's  rea d in g s . It w a s  a p p a re n t in his 
first m a jo r pub lication , a  long in troduction to  H u sse rl 's  tex t on  th e  p h e n o m en o lo g ica l 
fo u n d a tio n s  of geom etry :
W hen  H u s s e r l . . .  d e v o te s  a  few  lines to  the  production a n d  ev id en ce  of 
geom etrica l s e n s e  a s  su c h  an d  its ow n p ro p er  co n te n t, h e  will do  s o  only afte r 
hav ing  d e te rm in e d  th e  g e n e ra l con d itio n s  of its O bjectivity a n d  th e  Objectivity of 
ideal ob jec tiv ities. T h u s, only re tro ac tiv e ly  a n d  on  th e  b a s is  of its re su lts  c a n  w e 
illum inate th e  p u re  s e n s e  of th e  sub jec tive  p rax is  w hich h a s  e n g e n d e re d  
g eo m etry . . . .  th e  p rim o rd ia l s e n s e  of every  in ten tional a c t is on ly  its final 
s e n s e ,  i.e., th e  constitu tion  of an o b jec t (in the  b ro a d e s t  s e n s e  of th e s e  te rm s).43 
W hat s e e m s  to b e  the  orig inary  is w hat is inferred  from w h a t s e e m s  to b e  seco n d a ry .
O nly a n d  a lw a y s -o r , in th e  te rm s  of an a ly tic  ph ilo so p h y , sufficiently  a n d  n e c e ssa rily --  
th e  s e c o n d a ry  is prim ary , th e  prim ary se c o n d a ry . W ere  d e c o n stru c tio n  to  s to p  he re -- 
a s  s o m e  b e liev e  it d o e s -D e r r id a 's  critics th a t a c c u s e  him of e leva ting  writing over 
s p e e c h , a b s e n c e  o v e r p re s e n c e ,  b e la te d n e s s  o v e r  prim ordiality, e tc ., w ould b e  justified. 
D eco n stru c tio n  a t th is s t a g e - a n d  th e  A m erican  d o m estica tio n  of d eco n stru c tio n  into 
"d e c o n s tru c tio n is t,"  "d p co n stru c tio n ism ,"  re m a in s  a r r e s te d  h e re -w o u ld  sim ply  b e  a  
m eta p h y s ic a l g e s tu re  with th e  o th e r  han d . B u t-a n d  th is will n e e d  to b e  s a id  m ore  than  
o n c e --d eco n stru c tio n  is affirm ative. C a u s e s  a re  both c a u s e s  a n d  e ffec ts; e ffec ts  a re  both 
e ffec ts  a n d  c a u s e s .  W ithout th is  "vicious circle" of m e ta p h y s ic s  no k n ow ledge , sc ie n c e , 
ph ilo sophy  o r  literature w ould b e  p o ss ib le . It is th u s  trac ing  th e  circle  a g a in  an d  ag a in
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th a t m e ta p h y s ic s  is bo th  affirm ed a n d  " tran sc e n d e d ."  U nder d ec o n stru c tio n , how ever, 
th is  t ra n s c e n d e n c e  is only an  effect of the  m o v em en t a round  th e  c irc le  of m etap h y sic s .
To p u t it c rudely , in ph ilosoph ical te x ts  th e s e  e ffec ts  will h av e  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  of 
rhe to rica l e ffe c ts  a n d  in literary  te x ts  th ey  will h a v e  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  of ep istem o log ica l 
e ffe c ts . T h is  d o e s  not m e a n  th a t ph ilo sophy  is a  type  of literature  o r  th a t litera tu re  is a  
type  of ph ilo sophy . R a th e r, d e co n stru c tio n  w orks a t  th e  b o rd e rs  o f th e  "type" s e t  up  by 
m e ta p h y s ic s  in o rd e r  to  "d em o n stra te "  th e  m etap h y sica l n e c e s s ity  of th is "limit.”
T h e  prim ordial a n d  deriv ed  is a n a lo g o u s  to th e  ontological an d  ep istem olog ica l, a n d  a s  
I w ro te  ea rlie r, w h a te v e r  th e  s ta tu s  of th e  on to logical, it can  only  b e  p o s ited  o r  
d isc o v e re d  by a n  ep is tem o logy . For ex am p le , if I r e re a d  S p a n o s ’ s la te m e n t th a t "this 
in te rp re ta tio n  is g ro u n d e d  in th e  tem p o ra l d is-co v ery  of an  e m e rg e n t  'sp iral' 
( re c u rre n t- lin e a r)  m otion  l a  th e  c ircu la r s tru c tu ra l su rfa c e  o f th e  poem " th ro u g h  
D errid a 's  rev e rsa l of th e  prim ary a n d  se c o n d a ry , it is c le a r  th a t th is  "view" of th e  p o em  
is only p o ss ib le  from o u ts id e  the  p o em . This m ay  s e e m  obvious a n d  b a n a l, bu t for th e  
h e rm e n e u tic is t  th e re  is no "outside" th e  p oem  s in c e  th e  "spiral" o f in terp re ta tion  
en c irc le s  th e  w ords on  th e  p a g e  a n d  "w ords" in th e  h e a d . W ithout th e  "background” of the 
"circular s tru c tu ra l s u rfa c e  of th e  poem " o n e  cou ld  n e v e r  "see" th e  sp iral m otion 
e m e rg e  from  th e  p o em . This "background" is sp a tia l a n d  thus, for S p a n o s , m etaphysica l. 
A nd y e t from  th e  b a s is  of th is  m etaphysica lity , o n e  d isc o v e rs  tem porality  em erg in g .
Only from th e  "outside" of th e  p o em  is know ledge of the  poem  a s  a  p o em  p o ss ib le . And 
a s  D errida  a rg u e s  in h is d isc u ss io n  of H u sse rl 's  g eo m etric  "sp a c e ,"  th e  In side/ou tside  
d iffe rence  d e fin e s  th e  form  of th e  o b jec t of know ledge:
J u s t  a s  o n e ’s  ow n body , a s  th e  prim ordial j ip r£  a n d  z e ro -p o in t for every  
o b je c tiv e  de te rm ina tion  of s p a c e  a n d  sp a tia l m otion, is n o t itse lf in m otion in this 
s p a c e  a s  an  o b jec t, s o -a n a lo g o u s ly - th e  e a r th , a s  prim ordial body, a s  th e  found- 
body  (B oden  K orper) from w hich a  C o p e rn ican  de te rm ina tion  of the  e a rth  a s  body- 
ob jec t b e c o m e s  p o ssib le , is no t itself o n e  body  am ong  o th e rs  in th e  m echan ica l
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sy s te m . Prim ordially, th e  E arth  m oves no m ore  th an  ou r body  m o v es a n d  lea v e s  
th e  p e rm a n e n c e  of Its h e re , g ro u n d ed  in a  p re se n t. T h e  Earth  th ere fo re  know s the 
re s t  o f th e  o b jec t (re s t a s  'm o d e  of m otion '), b u t R e s t s ta rtin g  from w hich m otion 
a n d  re s t c a n  a p p e a r  a n d  b e  though  a s  su c h , th e  R e s t of a  a ro u n d  an d  a  horizon in 
their com m on  origin a n d  e n d . . .  . T h ere  is th en  a  sc ie n c e  o f  s p a c e , in so far a s  its 
s tarting  po in t is no t in  s p a c e 44 
A s  long a s  o n e  s p e a k s  a n d  thinks in te rm s of geom etric  figu res th a t o n e  c a n  s e e  from  so m e  
v a n ta g e  point "outside" o n e  su b m its  to th e  m ech an is tic s  o f m e tap h y sic s . T his g o e s  for 
sp ira ls  a n d  c irc les ; it a lso  g o e s  for o th e r  figures: n e ts , t is s u e s , tex tu res , e tc . T h is  is 
w hy ils n'y p a s  d e  h o rs-tex te .45
But if o n e  is a lw a y s  in a  text, th is  m e a n s  th a t a p p e a ls  to  tru th , au thentic ity , 
originality, e tc ., a re  a p p e a ls  to w h a t lies b ey o n d  th e  tex t even  if te x ts  a re  u se d  a s  "proof" 
of w hat lies beyond  them . For exam ple , S p a n o s  c o n c e d e s  th a t o n e  of the  re a so n s  w e ca n  
now  re a d  T h e  W a ste  L and a s  a  p ro c e s s  in stead  of a  p roduct is d u e  to the  publication of the 
orig inal m an u sc rip t w hich  "d em o n s tra te s"  th a t th e  so -c a lle d  "m ythic m ethod" w a s  
"d isc o v e re d  on th e  w av ." T he  original m anuscrip t (an d  is it th e  only orig inal? S p a n o s  
d o e s  no t ask ) a p p a ren tly  p re c e d e s  th e  fin ished m an u scrip t (ap p a ren tly  b e c a u s e  it m ay 
b e  th a t th e re  a re  u n d isc o v e red  rev is io n s  th a t follow ed th e  "final" m anuscrip t). T h e  
"final" copy , a long  with s u b s e q u e n t  s ta te m e n ts  by Eliot, le a d  re a d e rs  to read  th e  p o em  
spatia lly . But now  th e  publication  of th e  original m an u scrip t a llow s u s  to  re a d  th e  p o em  
tem porally , th a t is , "au then tically ."  But s in c e  th e  orig inal m an u sc rip t a p p e a re d  a fte r  
th e  final m an u sc rip t, it ju stifies  th e  h istoricity  of in te rp re ta tio n  re g a rd le s s  of w h en  it 
w a s  w ritten . W hy, th e n , a re  th e  s u b s e q u e n t s ta te m e n ts  by Eliot a b o u t th e  p oem  not a lso  
valid , e sp ec ia lly  if w e  a re  not ce rta in , for ex am p le , th a t th e  com position  of E liot's 
review  of U ly sses  follows th e  com pletion  of T he  W a s te  L and? How d o e s  S p a n o s  know  the 
"m ythic m ethod" w a s  d isc o v e red  e n  rou te , e sp ec ia lly  s in c e  E liot's in te res t in myth 
p re c e d e s  th e  writing of th e  p o e m ?  O n th e  g ro u n d s  of tem porality  a lo n e , is no t th e
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original m an u sc rip t d e riv a tiv e  with r e s p e c t  to  th e  final m an u sc rip t b e c a u s e  it w as  re a d  
only a fte r th e  final m a n u sc r ip t?  If o n e  w ish e s  to  a s s e r t  th e  priority o f th e  d a te s  of 
com position , if o n e  tu rn s  to  h e re  to  o b jec tiv e  tim e th a t w re s ts  priority from  th e  
historical in te rp re te r, is th is  n o t a  c o n c e ss io n  to  m e ta p h y s ic s  a s  c o n c e iv e d  by H e id eg g er 
a n d  S p a n o s ?  Inasm uch  a s  th e  original m an u sc rip t w a s  a p p a ren tly  w ritten befo re  the  
final m an u sc rip t b u t a p p e a re d  to th e  pub lic  a fte r  th e  final m an u sc rip t, w hat exactly  is 
th e  tem p o ra l s ta tu s  o f th e  o rig ina l?  If o n e  b ra c k e ts  its "objective" tem porality --w hen  
it w a s  w r i t te n -a n d  a p p ro p r ia te s  it h e rm en eu tica lly , th e  c o n tra d ic tio n s  rem ain : w h a t is 
o riginal is w h a t a p p e a re d  a fte r. If o n e  b ra c k e ts  o n e 's  h istoric ity--w hen th e  original 
a p p e a re d  to o n e - a n d  in te rp re ts  it ep o p h an tica lly , th e  c o n trad ic tio n s  rem ain : w hat 
a p p e a re d  a fte r is w h a t is original. W hat is d e  facto  a n d  w hat is d e  ju re  a re  con founded . 
T he  k now ledge  of tem porality  a n d  spatiality  a re  o n e  an d  th e  s a m e  in their a tta ch m e n ts  to 
m e ta p h y s ic s .46
Now s p a c e  a n d  spatia lity , tim e a n d  tem porality , a re  not m etap h y sica l in th em se lv e s .
If th ey  h av e  n o n e th e le s s  functioned  a s  m ataphysica l c o n c ep ts , th is  is b e c a u s e  they a lw ays 
a p p e a r  in th e  c lass ica l m etaphysica l p o s tu re : o n e  a to p  th e  o th e r  d iv ided  by th e  b a r of a  
l im it .
D iffe rance--and  n o t tem porality  o r  sp a tia lity -w o u ld  b e  o n e  n a m e  for th e  m o v em en t 
of th e  tra c e  of the  tra c e . For s in c e  this m ovem en t e s c a p e s  th e  a rre s tin g  form s of 
m eta p h y s ic s , th is m o v em en t can n o t b e  properly  n am ed . It c a n  n e v e r  a p p e a r  a s  a n  ob jec t 
of know ledge.47
• • »
If m o v em en t is th e  d iffe rance  of the  tra c e  of the  trace , th en  th is m o v em en t c a n n o t b e  
re d u c e d  to th e  m e ta p h y s ic s  of reversibility a n d  irreversibility s in c e  to do  so  would b e  to  
p o s it tem porality  a s  e ith e r  rev e rs ib le  o r  irrevers ib le . T his red u c tio n  a lso  tu rn s  
tem p o ra lity  into a  "being" th a t m o v e s  fo rw ard  (irreversib le ) o r  fo rw ard -o r-b ack w ard  
( r e v e r s i b l e ) .
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F o r h e rm e n e u tic is ts  like S p a n o s ,  th e  irreversibility  of tem porality  is a  cruc ia l ten e t. 
Irreversibility  is n e c e s s ita te d  by  th e  possibility  o f th e  re tu rn  o f th e  s a m e  a n d  the 
im possibility  o f th e  return o f th e  identical. But a s  I h a v e  a rg u e d , th e re  is no retu rn  of 
th e  s a m e  e ith e r. T he m e tap h y sica l u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t in itia tes in te rp re ta tion  is no t the  
s a m e  a s  th e  h e rm e n eu tic  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t fo llow s in te rp re ta tio n . Irreversibility  
tu rn s  o u t to b e  m ore  radical th a n  S p a n o s  c o n c e iv e d  of o r d e s ire d  in th e  th re e  e s s a y s  I 
e x a m in e d . Irreversib ility  tu rn s  o u t  to co llide  with reversib ility , an n ih ila tin g  bo th . 
W hat is left is m ovem en t th a t e s c a p e s  th e  n o tio n s  o f "before" a n d  "after."
For e x am p le , th e  physica l s c ie n c e s  te a c h  u s  th a t th e re  a re  s e v e ra l tem poralities  a t 
v a rio u s  lev e ls  o f e x is te n ce . For ex am p le , a t  th e  level of th erm o d y n am ics  th e  
reversibility  of e v e n ts  is no t u n com m on . R ev ersib le  h e re  a lso  m e a n s  th e  re tu rn  of the  
s a m e  (not th e  identical). For ex am p le , a  solid  s u b s ta n c e  m ay d isso lv e  in a  liquid an d  
th en  c o n d e n s e  into a  solid a g a in  in th e  liquid, bu t th e  se c o n d  solid  is no t identical to th e  
first. It is only  th e  sa m e . N ow  it is obv ious th a t th e  "sam e" re fe rs  to a  p re-ex isting  
ca te g o ry  c a lled  a  "solid s ta te ."  T his ca teg o ry  c o m e s  into e x is te n ce  by w ay of th e  law s of 
ph ilosophy  a n d  sc ie n c e . T h e  law s s e t  limits. S o  w e  h a v e  h e re  a  s e r ie s  of in terre la ted  
fo rm s--la w s, c a te g o r ie s , " s ta te s " - - th a t  s u p p o rt th e  te n e ts  o f reversib ility .
But if th e  historicity of th e  o b s e rv e r  is no t b ra c k e te d  but b e c o m e s  part of an y  
scien tific  o b se rv a tio n , th en  reversib ility  b e c o m e s  s o  rad ica lized  th a t Is b e c o m e s  u s e le s s  
to  s p e a k  of reversibility  o r  irreversibility . For th e  law s th a t s e e m e d  to  h a v e  su p p o rte d  
e ith e r  reversib ility  o r irreversibility  turn  o u t to a ls o  b e  "devo id  o f a  tim e s e n s e ." 48 
And w h a t I h a v e  sa id  ab o u t rev e rs ib le  th erm odynam ic  e v e n ts  a lso  ap p lie s  to reversib le  
su b a to m ic  e v e n ts , entropy, a sy m m etric  tim e, a n d  a n y  nu m b er of m o d e s  of w h a t a p p e a rs  
to  b e  d irec tio n s  of tem porality . A nd o n c e  a  d irection  of tem porality  is d e s tro y e d , c a u s e -  
effect a n d  part-w ho le  re la tio n sh ip s  b e c o m e  Im possib le  to d e c ip h e r. T h e  te rm s  
th em se lv es  b e c o m e  in ad eq u a te .49
It w ould  a p p e a r  th en  th a t th e  id e a  of tem porality  a s  e ith e r  rev e rs ib le  o r irreversib le
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a t an y  level of e x is te n ce  sp a tia lize s  m ovem en t. T his m e a n s  that o n c e  a  re la tionsh ip  to 
o n e 's  p a s t  o r fu tu re  is c o n c e iv e d  of a s  irreversib le  o r  reversib le  o n e  h a s  in troduced  a  
c o n c e p t of s p a c e  into th e  re la tionsh ip . It m ay b e  th a t th e  id ea  of "relationship" 
p r e s u p p o s e s  sp a tia lity . If "re lationship" d e s ig n a te s  th e  historicity o f th e  in te re s te d  
p e rs o n  in S p a n o s ' sy s te m , th en  its e th ical a n a lo g u e  is  "responsibility." B oth  p re su p p o se  
a  s p a tia l  r e la t io n s h ip -o r ,  in S p a n o s ' te rm s , a n  irre v e rs ib le  tem p o ra l r e la t io n s h ip -  
th a t is n e v e r th e le s s  d ifferen t from  F ra n k 's  sp a tia l form . S p a n o s ' re la tio n sh ip  is open- 
e n d e d ; F rank 's  is b o u n d e d  on  all "sides."
H istory, tem porality , spatia lity , e tc . w ould  all b e  o th e r  n a m e s  for m o v em en t. 
Inasm uch  a s  th ey  a re  m ea n t to d irect m ov em en t, th ey  a re  m etap h o rs . M etap h o r would be  
th e  g e n e ra l v eh ic le  th a t c a rr ie s  th e  s e n s e  of m otion from  m ovem ent to a  m yriad  of teno rs : 
h isto ry , lem porality , e tc .
N ow  if o n e  c o n s id e rs  th e  a rra y  of p hysica l s c ie n c e s -a s tro n o m y , p h y s ic s , biology, 
chem istry , e tc .--th e  o b jec ts  of th e s e  s c ie n c e s  a re  co n c e iv e d  in te rm s  o f m o v em en t. And 
o n e  o f th e  m ajo r d iv isions--! w on 't s a y  th e  "first"--within th e s e  s c ie n c e s  of m o v em en t 
o c c u rs  with re g a rd  to th e  h um an  o b se rv e r : ih e  d istinction  b e tw e en  life a n d  non-life.
N ow  th e  m etap h o r of life c a n  only c o m e  a b o u t w hen  o n e  h a s  beg u n  to think a b o u t be tw een  
w h a t s e e m s  to not m ove (e .g ., th e  sky, s to n e s , m a n -m a d e  ob jec ts) a n d  th o s e  th ings that 
m ove. T h is is  no t ye t a  "biology" s in c e  it h a s  ye t to  co n c e iv e  a  "thanato logy .” I d o  not 
know  if w e c a n  s a y  w hich of th e s e  m ad e  its a p p e a ra n c e  first. But I think it is c le a r  that 
o n e  s tu d ie s  "biology" only a fte r having d e te rm in e d  th e  limits of life. A s o u r  abilities to 
o b s e rv e  th e  d e ta ils  o f m o v em en t in all o f physica l e x is te n c e  im proves, it b e c o m e s  c lear 
th a t m otion c a n n o t b e  th e  d ifferential factor: h e n c e  th e  "soul," "spirit," e tc . T his is w hy 
th e  n o n -h u m a n  life form s h a v e  a lw ays b e e n  notoriously  difficult for th eo lo g ia n s . But 
no t ju s t for th em . For th e  se cu la r, th e  w ord "life" itself h a s  not only c o m e  to  m ean  the 
d iffe ren ce  b e tw e e n  th e  living a n d  non-living, b u t th e  m y ste rio u s  w h a te v e r  th a t m ak e s  
th e  living living. T h e  tau to logy  of th is  thinking o b s c u re s  th e  m etaphoric ity  of th e  term
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" life ." so
In biology a n d  theology this m etapho r h a s  a  specific  nam e: the  im age. For the  
m etap h o r of life d e p e n d s  on re se m b la n c e , sim ilitude a n d  lik en ess  for bo th . For 
biologists w h a t is alive is w hat re se m b le s  u s . A nd for th eo lo g ian s  th e  im a g e  g o v e rn s  the 
link be tw een  th e  hum an  and  divine (Jew ish , G reek , A sian , African, e tc .) . And re g a rd le ss  
of how  com plex  o n e  im ag ines th is im age (e.g ., life a s  a  function of se lf-descrip tion  
sy s tem s), o n e  c a n  alw ays find its an a lo g u e  in th a t which o n e  h a s  d e te rm in ed  a s  non ­
liv ing.51 With th e  excep tion , of c o u rse , of "the sou l."
T he  soul s ta n d s  o u ts id e  m ovem ent; it c a n  n e v e r  co m e to  a  s to p  (death ). But it is no t 
d e a d . It s ta n d s  be tw een  life and  d ea th . A nalogously, S p a n o s ' a n d  H eidegger's  
preontological u n d ers tan d in g  a n d  h e rm en eu tica l "understand ing" s ta n d  o u ts id e  the  
tem porality o f th e  in terp re ta tive  p ro c e s s . A nalogously , F ra n k 's  "m eaning" s ta n d s  
o u ts id e  the tem p o ra l p ro c e s s  of th e  in terp re ta tive  p ro c e s s  in th e  im age  of "irony." S uch  
a re  th e  c lo su re s  of th e s e  sund ry  in te rp re ta tive  p ra c tic e s .
W ithout g o a ls , w ithout v a lu e , w ithout s h a p e  o r d irection , m ovem en t is th a t w hich is 
a lw ays su p p re sse d , d irec ted  o r sh a p e d .
M ovem ent is o p e n n e ss . If I reject S p a n o s ’ "freedom " for a  freedom  that is yet 
responsib le , th a t is b e c a u s e  th is  freedom  re sp o n d s  to not only w hat h a s  yet to a p p e a r  
(S p a n o s ' h istorical m an ), b u t it a lso  re s p o n d s  affirm atively to  w h a t is a lre a d y  h e re .
For m e, this o p e n n e s s  to  th e  a rt o f this historical e p o c h  m e a n s  th a t th e  term  "art" is 
a lw ays unidentifiable e x c e p t a s  th e  non-identifiable. T his o p e n  a rt e x te n d s  th e  d ia logue  
to a  polylogue; it is re sp o n s ib le  bu t unbounded . T h a t th e re  a re  in fact b o u n d a rie s  only 
u n d e rsc o res  my ded ica tion  to a rt th a t a c ce p ts  lim its an d  a rt th a t e x te n d s  th e s e  limits 
until they a r e  only im p o se d  from  within the individual lim itations of e a c h  a rtis t.
Could it b e  sa id  th en  th a t  I am  "open" to  all th a t falls sho rt of d eh u m an iza tio n  even  if I 
h a v e  yet to  d e fin e  d e h u m a n iza tio n ?  S in ce  d eh u m an iza tio n  a s  "irresponsibility" 
p re s u p p o s e s  Ihe limit of a  d ia logue  and  th u s  the  exclusion  of th o se  o u ts id e  th e  dialogic
circ le , the  q u e s tio n 's  form  a lready  d e te rm in e s  a n  a n sw e r  th a t a c c e p ts  S p a n o s ' 
lim itations. T he  in h u m an  o r d e -h u m an  p re s u p p o s e s  th e  h u m an . T he  te rro r of o p e n n e ss -  
-like th a t  of free  s p e e c h - i s  th a t it re m a in s  o p e n , a n d  I rem ain  o p e n  in it, to  a  fu ture 
th a t will no t b e  fo re c lo se d .
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CHAPTER FIVE
I will risk it: th e  o p en in g  of th e  p o s tm o d e rn is t e x p e rim en t c o n tin u e s  to day  in the  
n a m e s  of oral p e rfo rm a n c e  an d  la n g u a g e  writing.1 T his is a  risk b e c a u s e  I could  m ount a  
com pelling  a rg u m e n t to  sh o w  ju s t  th e  o p p o s ite .2 B ut th e  n a tu re  o f th is  risk is not 
sim ply a  m atte r  o f b e in g  "wrong." T h e  risk lies in th e  fo rm s w h e re  I p la c e  th e  open in g : 
o rality  a n d  writing. In so far a s  bo th  m o v em e n ts  ten d  tow ard  e sse n tia iiz in g  their m o d e s  of 
p o e try , I risk valorizing th a t a s  o p e n  w h a t th e  p reced in g  c h a p te rs  h av e  show n , I d a re  
s a y , d e fin e  c lo su re . B ut s ince  m y th e s is  is th a t p o e m s  a re  bo th  o p e n  an d  c lo se d , I will 
d e m o n s tra te  th a t th e  o pen ing  of o ral p e rfo rm an ce  an d  la n g u a g e  writing e x te n d s  
p o s tm o d e rn ism  on ly  in specific  lim ited w ays. My "exam ples"  a re  David Antin an d  
B a rre tt  W atten .
I first ex am in e  th e  critical r e s p o n s e  to  the  talk p o e m s  of David Antin. T h e  th e s is  of 
th is  se c tio n  is th a t Antin’s  critical accla im  is th e  resu lt of h is  c o m m e n ta lo rs ' te n d e n c ie s  
to  idea lize  his p ro jec t. O ccasiona lly  Antin h im self le n d s  c re d e n c e  to th is idealization . 1 
th e n  ex am in e  s e v e ra l of the  p o e m s  from  A ntin 's first co llection  of talk  p o e m s , Talking at 
th e_ B o u n d aries . with o cc as io n a l c o m m e n ts  on  his s e c o n d  co llection , T u n in a .3
T h e  th re e  critics w ho h av e  w ritten a t leng th  on  Antin a re  M arjorie Perioff, H enry 
S a y re  a n d  C h a rle s  Altieri. T hough  Perioff c o n c e rn s  h e rse lf  with Antin in T h e  d a n c e  of 
th e  in tellect, h e r  m o st e x te n d e d  tre a tm e n t of the  p o e t o c c u rs  in an  ea rlie r  book, T h e  
P o e tic s  o f In d e te rm in a n c y . H enry S a y re 's  m ajor contribu tion  is a n  e s s a y  in 
C o n te m p o ra ry  L ite ra tu re  while Altieri h a s  a  long review  of T u n in g  in C o lleg e  E n o lish .4 
Perioff s e ts  h e r  ta s k  a s  the  proof of form  in A ntin 's p o e try  "p rec ise ly  b e c a u s e  the  
u su a l ob jection  is th a t  A ntin 's poetry  d o e s n 't  h av e  any ."5 Perioff d o e s n 't  s a y  w ho usually  
ra is e s  o b jec tio n s , b u t it is p ro b ab le  th a t  s h e  m e a n s  critics a n d  p o e ts  with w hom  s h e  
s h a r e s  certa in  p o e tic  v a lu e s . Perioff d o e s  not c o n s id e r  th a t it is th o se  v a lu e s  from which 
A n tin 's  w ork is a  rad ical d e p a rtu re . R a th e r  th an  follow Antin in h is a d v e n tu re , s h e  p lan s  
to rein him in in th e  n a m e  of form . D esp ite  th e  title a n d  th e s is  of h e r  book , T h e  P o e tic s
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of In d e te rm in an cy , Perioff su b o rd in a te s  indete rm inancy  to th e  d e te rm in a te .
A s I've sh o w n  in m y a n a ly s e s  of F rank  an d  S p a n o s , literary criticism  functions a s  th e  
c lo su re  of a  lite ra tu re  co n ce iv ed  a s  problem atically  o p e n , a n d  so , in n e e d  o f explication. 
E ven w h en  p ro c e s s  an d  o p e n n e ss  a re  he ld  up a s  positive  v a lu e s , th ey  rem ain  su b jec t to 
w h a t is u p h e ld  e v e n  h igher: p ro d u ct a n d  c lo su re . T h u s , Perioff, co m p arin g  Antin’s  
p ro se  talk  p o e m s  to  "ordinary" p ro s e , a rg u e s  th a t th e  a s so c ia tiv e  rhythm  o f A ntin 's 
p ro se  c a n n o t b e  s c a n n e d  for "key id eas"  a s  o n e  m ight d o  with ordinary p ro se . T his is 
b e c a u s e  "the fragm en ta tion  of p h ras in g , th e  su sp e n s io n  of m ean in g , a n d  th e  repetition  of 
w o rd s, a lw ays in a  slightly a lte re d  co n tex t, p rec lu d e  th e  possib ility  of deriv ing  key 
'id e a s ' from  th is  tex t o r sum m ariz ing  its c o n te n ts . T h e re  is no sh o rtcu t; I m u st sim ply 
re a d  th e  w hole  thing."6 T he  s ign ificance  of th is a s se r tio n  lies not in its m ean in g ;
Perioff, a fte r all, h a s  only p a ra p h ra se d  th e  rom antic  co m m o n p la c e  th a t p o e try  can n o t b e  
p a ra p h ra se d . W hat is im portan t h e re  is th e  w ay Perioff s e e m s  to valo rize  p ro c e s s . If 
p ro c e s s  is v a lu e d , it is no t for itself. It is p ro cess* o n -th e -w ay -to -p ro d u c t, e v e n  if th e  
"product" in q u e s tio n  is no t a  w ell-w rought urn b u t ana log ica lly  a s so c ia b le  "non-key 
’id eas '" : "The talk  p o em  in co rp o ra te s  a s  m any  different th re a d s  a s  will a llow  it to retain  
its im prov isa to ry  quality , ye t th o s e  th re a d s  a re  ail re la tiona l."?
I am  no t a rg u in g  tha t Perioff is inventing rela tions a n d  co n n e c tio n s  w h ere  n o n e  exist. 
A s w e  shall s e e  w hen  I d isc u ss  specific  talk  p o em s, form  a n d  c lo su re  a re  in d eed  fea tu re s  
o f A ntin 's work. T h e  point is th a t Perioff no t only ig n o re s  but a lso  d e v a lu e s  th e  
o p e n in g s , th e  th re a d s  th a t can n o t b e  re la te d  to o n e  a n o th e r . But s h e  a lso  d e v a lu e s  th e  talk 
p o e m s  th a t a re  too  c lo sed  a n d  too  form ed:
At o n e  e x tre m e , th e  talk m ay  be  too  linear, too  c o n c e rn e d  with th e  exposition  of a  
p a rticu la r th e m e  . . .  At th e  o th e r  ex trem e , th e  d iv e rse  m a te ria ls -c h ild h o o d  
m em o ries , a n e c d o te s  a b o u t a rt sh o w s , sp ecu la tio n s  o n  H om eric narra tive , an d  so  
o n - m a y  fail to  g e n e ra te  th e  n e c e s s a ry  c ro s s  re fe re n c e s  . . . T h e  continuity 
e s se n tia l to  th e  asso c ia tiv e  rhythm  is not a lw ays m ain ta in ed .6
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W hy d o e s  Perioff s p e a k  of th o se  p la c e s  a t th e  "ex trem es"  in te rm s  of faiIure--too
o p e n e d  o r to o  c lo se d ?  B e c a u se  in both in s ta n c e s  th e  w ork of th e  critic is foiled. As
Altieri n o te s  in h is  e s s a y , so m e  of A ntin 's talk p o e m s  a re  so  explicit th a t co m m en ta ry  is
s u p e rf lu o u s .9 But o f c o u rs e  A ltieri's co m m en ta ry  c o n tin u es  for s e v e ra l m ore  p a g e s .
E ven  w hen  th e  p o e t h a s  bo th  sa id  a n d  exp la ined  w h a t h e  sa id , it is still in cum ben t upon
th e  critic to a t le a s t  explain  how  th e  p o e t sa id , how the  p o e t ex p la ined  w h a t h e  sa id . T he
q u e s tio n  of "how " is  prim arily a  q u e s tio n  of sty listics, a n d  s in c e  m o st critics  still find
th e ir m o st sa tisfy ing  m o m en ts  in th e  exposition  of th e m e s , id e a s  an d  v a lu e s , th is
a tte n u a t io n  o f th e  critical p ro jec t s tr ik e s  Perioff, a t le a s t, a s  im poverish ing . T h e
"ex trem e s"  o f lite ra tu re -- th e  o b v io u s  a n d  th e  o b s c u r e - th r e a te n  n e ith e r  lite ra tu re  nor
lite ra rin ess; th ey  sim ply re s h a p e  a n d  redefine  th e  limits. But th e s e  e x tre m e s  a re
d a n g e ro u s  to  th e  trad itional critic, for by ren d erin g  exp lication  su p e rf lu o u s  o r  inept,
th ey  c h a llen g e  th e  b a s is  for th e  e x is te n c e  of criticism .
* * *
Much of w hat I h av e  sa id  a b o u t th e  complicity b e tw een  th e  c o n c e p ts  of o p e n n e s s  an d  
c lo su re  is an tic ip a ted  by H enry S a y re  in "David Antin a n d  the  O ral P oetic  M ovem ent."
For ex am p le , h e  a rg u e s  tha t d e sp ite  its c la im s to o p e n  up  co n tem p o ra ry  po e try , to  "allow 
for all po e tic  possib ilities ,"  a s  a g a in s t  th e  " fo rm s  of c a te g o ric a l thinking,'" th e  oral 
p o e try  m o v em e n t, by re jec ting  c a te g o ric a l th inking, is itse lf "exclusionary ,"  y e t "one 
m o re  p resc rip tiv e  p o e tic s ."  M oreover, th e  d e s ire  for a c a te g o ric a l thinking is p red ic a te d  
on  th e  d es ire  for fu tu re  to ta lities, " so m e  v a g u e  notion of ep istem olog ica l w h o le n e ss ."
T h e  oral poe try  m o v em en t is thus  a n a lo g o u s  to A m erican e g o  p sycho log ists  w ho idealize 
th e  notion of " 'the w hole p e rso n .’" Y et this "desire  to  a c h ie v e  poe tic  w h o le n e ss"  is 
a lw ays "at o d d s  with th e  poe tics  of d isp lacem en t, p ro c e s s  a n d  c h a n g e ." ^
S a y re  g o e s  o n  to c o n tra s t the  oral p o e tic s  of J e ro m e  R o th en b e rg  with th o se  of David 
Antin. For S a y re , R o th en b erg  rem a in s  com m itted  to th e  p o e tic  a e s th e tic s  of N ew  
Criticism  a n d  th e  m ain s tre am  of c o n tem p o ra ry  poe try  w hile Antin te n d s  to
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"p rob lem atize"  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  s p e e c h  a n d  writing, n on -poetry  a n d  poetry , e tc . 
In e ffec t, A ntin 's talk  p o e m s , s a y s  S a y re , a re  u n d e c id e a b le , a  term  h e  bo rrow s from 
P e r io ff . 11
S a y re  a rg u e s  th a t R o th e n b e rg  " re jec ts  th e  limiting a n d  restric tive  field o ffe red  him 
by  a c a d e m ic  p o e tic s , [and] h e  re p la c e s  it with a n o th e r  e sse n tia lly  restric tive  a n d  
limiting field, o n e  adm itted ly  la rg e r  th an  b e fo re , b u t b o u n d e d  n o n e th e le s s ." 12 N ote  how 
S a y re  c o n fla te s  the  a e s th e tic  an d  political h e re . R o th e n b e rg  is m ain stream  b e c a u s e  his 
p o e tic s  m im ic th e  exc lusionary  g e s tu re  of th e  p o e tic s  he  c h a lle n g e s . S a y re  im plies th a t a  
"politically co rrec t"  m arg inal p o e tic  w ould include  th o s e  ce n tra l p o e tic s  th a t h a v e  
effectively  m arg inalized  it. If th is  s m a c k s  of b a d  faith o n  S a y re 's  p a rt, it is  b e c a u s e  
S a y re  d o e s  not c o n s id e r  th e  s tra te g ic  e ffec ts  of R o th e n b e rg 's  c lo su re . For R o th en b e rg , it 
is a  q u e s tio n  of conso lida ting  a n d  m arshalling  re s o u rc e s  to  co m b a t the  dom inan t 
m a in s tre a m . W hat m ain s tre am  a n d  m arginal p o e tic s  h a v e  in com m on  is th e ir m utual 
a p o th e o s is  o f th e  p o e m , s p o k e n  o r  written, p ro c e s s  o r  p roduct:
Both a c a d e m ic  p o e tic s  a n d  oral p o e tic s  a re  ultim ately founded  o n  the  notion of the 
p o e m - w h e th e r  s itu a te d  in s p e e c h  o r w ritten a s  t e x t - a s  p riv ileged  b e c a u s e  
so m e h o w  tra n sc en d e n t. The o n e  m ay claim  to p o s s e s s  a n d  hold the  tra n sc en d e n ta l 
(it is th is  c a p tu re  w hich m a k e s  the  p oem  so  p rec io u s), while th e  o th e r  c la im s to 
p o s s e s s  th e  tra n sc e n d e n ta l  only briefly a n d  th en  lo se  it. But for the  o n e , art is 
th e  m an ifesta tion  of, for th e  o th e r  th e  p ro c e s s  of, arriving a t the  s a m e  p l a c e -  
m eta p h y s ic a l w h o le n e ss . T h is  stra in  ru n s  th ro u g h  a lm o st all A m erican  p o e t ic s -  
o ld  a n d  n e w - a n d  it a c c o m m o d a te s  all s tra te g ie s , w ritten an d  oral.
"Or a lm o s t all."12 With th is  qualification , S a y re  tu rn s  to  th e  o n e  p e rso n  h e  b e lie v e s  h a s  
o v e rc o m e  th e  m etap h y sic s  of tran sc en d e n ta lism : David Antin. Antin avo ids the  
tem p ta tio n  to  tra n sc e n d  by shuttling  b ack  an d  forth b e tw e e n  th e  lu res of s p e e c h  an d  
w riting. F o r S a y re , th is  is w h a t it m e a n s  to "p rob lem atize"  their re la tio n sh ip . Unlike 
R o th e n b e rg 's  anti-w riting o ral p o e tic s , "Antin's c o u n te r-p o e tic s  d o e s  n o t s o  m uch  ban
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th e  w ritten , th e  co e rc iv e  a n d  th e  literal a s  it s u b s u m e s  th em ."14 Like R o th e n b e rg , Antin 
is com m itted  a s  any  to  th e  fu n d am en ta l d istinction  b e tw e en  o ra l a n d  literary 
c u ltu re s , a n d  a g a in , h e re  [A ntin 's talk  p o em  'th e  socio logy  of art'], th e  o ral 
cu ltu re  is im a g e d  a s  fluid a n d  fre e  w hile th e  literal cu ltu re  is inflexible a n d  
a u th o r i ta r ia n .15
But ra th e r  th an  subm itting  to th e  au to m a tism  o f h iera rch izing , "A ntin 's talk  p o e m s  a re  
fo u n d ed  on  th e  d re a m  of k eep ing  th e  in te rch an g e  of su c h  oppositions alive. T hey  do  not 
o p e ra te  by re v e rs a ls  b u t by  a  k ind  o f d ia lectica l p lay ."16 D errida is n o t ve ry  far from 
u s  h e r e - S a y r e  q u o te s  him ap p ro v in g ly 17 --as the  p h ra s e  "dialectical play" s u g g e s ts .
T h e  h idden  opposition  h e re  is to H eg e l's  d ialectic  of work, which w orks tow ard  its own 
d isso lu tio n  Into th e  conflict-free  z o n e  of sy n th e s is .
B ut it b e c o m e s  c le a r  th a t  A ntin 's "dialectical play" is  no t p lay  a t all; it too  w orks. 
A fter giving s e v e ra l e x a m p le s  of A ntin 's d iscu rs iv e  "play," S a y re  s u m m a riz e s  A ntin 's 
w o rk :
M ost of A ntin 's m o st s u c c e s s fu l w ork m o v es th rough  a  d iscu rs iv e , purposively  
flat m ode  . .  . , th e n  into a  narra tive  which c u lm in a te s  in w hat, for lack  of a  
b e tte r  w ord, I'd like to call th e  new  e p ip h a n v . T h a t is, it p o s s e s s e s  the  
e p ip h a n y 's  in tensity , its s e n s e  of critical im m ed iacy , bu t it la ck s  th e  c la s s ic  
e p ip h a n y 's  broadly  m etap h y sica l a n d  deep ly  psycho log ical o v e rto n e s .
But th en  S a y re  a d d s  this:
But, m o st im portantly , th e  new  e p ip h an y  is no t th e  p rivate  reve la tion  of a  
p riv ileged  p o in t of v iew , b u t im p lica tes u s  ail in its v ision, ac tu a lly  re q u ire s  o u r 
p a rtic ip a tio n  in it.18 
W hat is th is  com m unity  of partic ipa tion  if no t "broadly m etap h y sica l a n d  d eep ly  
p sy c h o lo g ic a l"?  In requiring  o u r partic ipa tion , in e s ta b lish in g  th e  c irc le  of 
in te rp re ta tio n  b e tw e e n  tex t a n d  re a d e r , th is new  e p ip h a n y  is y e t a n o th e r  version  of 
"m e tap h y s ica l w h o le n e ss ."
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A s all th re e  of A ntin 's critics a c k n o w led g e , h is  talk p o e m s  a re  g en e ra lly  s tru c tu re d  
a ro u n d  a  s e r ie s  of v a ria tio n s  of a n d  repe titions on  a  s e t  of th e m e s . S a y re ’s  new  ep iphany  
is sim ply th e  sp ira ling  effec t of th e s e  tu rn s  a ro u n d  a  com m on c e n te r . T his " e f fe c f  is 
c o n s is te n t  with "d ialectical play" s in c e  th e  possib ility  of va ria tio n  a n d  repetition  is a lso  
th e  possib ility  of p lay . But th e  m e ta p h o r  of th e  sp ira l (a  m e ta p h o r  justified  b e c a u s e  
th e s e  p o e m s  co n ta in  a  "center") is m ore  c o n s is te n t  with d ia lec tica l w ork s in c e  th e  a r c s -  
cu rv ing  inw ardly o r  ou tw ard ly , writing o r s p e e c h - p o in t  to a  final d e s tin a tio n : th a t 
to w ard  w hich th e  d ia lec tic  w orks its w ay . A nd ye t th e  sp iral is a lso  th e  m e ta p h o r of a  
c e rta in  lim ited " o p e n n e s s ."  A ntin 's ta lk  p o e m s  a re  to ta liz in g --an d  th u s  m e ta p h y s ic a l-  
only to  th e  e x te n t th ey  req u ire  "our partic ipa tion ."
But th is req u irem en t is no t o n e  w e  n e e d  a n sw e r. And it is o n e  ce rta in  re a d e rs  could  
n e v e r  a n sw e r  ev en  if th ey  w an ted  to d o  s o . For not ev ery o n e  w ho r e a d s  o r h e a rs  Antin 
w ould  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t h e  o r  s h e  is re q u ire d  to partic ipa te : m an y  n o  d o u b t w ould  ju s t sit 
a n d  s te w  o r throw  up  the ir h a n d s  in frustra tion . A nd s o m e  no d o u b t w ould re a d  or listen 
uncritically , im pression istica lly . T h e re  a re  o th e r w a y s  to re a d  a n d  listen  th an  th o se  
S a y re  su p p o s e s .
*  *  *
In "T he P o s tm o d e rn ism  o f David A ntin 's T u n in g ." C h a rle s  Altieri o p e n s  by d iscu ss in g  
th e  tw o o p p o s e d  m o d e s  of w hat h e  reluctan tly  calls  postm o d ern  poetry .19 On the  o n e  
h a n d , th e re  is a  p o s tm o d e rn ism  th a t o ffe rs  a  re tu rn  to  the  lyrical tradition of 
R om an tic ism  a s  an  an tid o te  to  the  o b sc u ra n tis t s tra te g ie s  of m o d ern ism  an d  its 
d e s c e n d a n ts :  th e s e  Altieri d u b s  th e  n eo rom an tics. O n th e  o th er h a n d , th e re  is a  
p o s tm o d e rn ism  th a t e x te n d s  th e  m o d ern is t an ti-m im etic  critique o f b o u rg eo is  cu ltu re  by 
radically  p a ro d ic  c o lla g e s  a n d  d isjunc tions: th e s e  Altieri calls  e x p e rim en ta lis ts . A nd, of 
c o u rse , th e re  a re  m ore  p o s tm o d e rn ism s  b e tw e en  th e s e  "p re ssu re  po in ts"  of 
co n te m p o ra ry  p o e tic s . For Altieri, T u n in g  d e m o n s tra te s  tha t A ntin 's  p o e tic s  (or a n ti­
p o e tic s) sa tisfy  th e  conflictual d e m a n d s  of the  two e x tre m e s  p o le s  o f p o stm o d ern ism :
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W ith th e  c o n se rv a tiv e s  [the neo rom an tics], h e  in sis ts  on an  a rt th a t a d d re s s e s  
th e  c o n c e rn s  of "com m on life" a n d  c o n c e n tra te s  o n  feelings th a t d o  no t d e p e n d  on  
e la b o ra te  a n d  evasive ly  se lf-su sta in in g  form al c o n s tru c ts  . . . Y et Antin a lso  
r e s p o n d s  to  th e  e x p e rim e n ta lis t im p e ra tiv e -n o t sim ply by e la b o ra tin g  a  new  
g e n re  b u t by  ad ap tin g  a n d  a lte ring  th e  critical a n d  construc tiv is t d im en sio n s  o f 
M odern ist p rac tic e . He a d a p ts  th e  critical d im en sio n  of h is  h e r ita g e  prim arily 
th rough  h is  w ay  of calling a tten tio n  to th e  n a tu re  of h is m ed iu m .20 
Inasm uch  a s  th is  last s e n te n c e  e c h o e s  A nlin 's own definition of m o d ern ism ,21 Altieri is 
o b lig ed  to  d isp lay  th e  c h a ra c te r is tic  of A ntin 's p ro jec t th a t a ligns it with m odern ism : 
th e  se lf-c o n sc io u s  idealization  of th e  m ed ium . T h e  crux  of Altieri’s  a rg u m e n t for Antin 
b e a r s  on  a n  im portan t distinction. Unlike th e  m o d ern ist idealization of m ed ia  which 
d ram a tiz ed  th e  te n s io n s  b e tw een  "the c o m p re h e n s iv e n e ss  of purity o f a rt a n d  the  dull 
c o n fu s io n s  of o rd inary  life," Antin id ea liz e s  the  in stru m en t m ost "b as ic  to  every  a re a  of 
co m m o n  life—th e  p ro c e s s  of tun ing  a s  w e talk." F o r Altieri,
S p e e c h  is flexible a n d  in trica te  e n o u g h  to rev e a l in th e  p ro c e s s  of self-scru tiny  a  
pow erfu l v e rs io n  o f th e  con stru c tiv is t v a lu e s  th a t lea d  M odern ism  to its 
exa lta tion  of art, bu t now  a s  v a lu e s  tha t allow  no  hero ic  m elo d ram a . A ttention to 
th e  activity of tun ing  lo c a te s  a n o th e r  version  o f th e  com positiona l p o w ers  
p ro m ise d  in th e  m o st rad ica l o f C onstruc tiv is t p ro je c ts ; it r e q u ire s  com plex  
re a d ju s tm e n ts  in o u r  s e n s e  of th e  p e rso n a l a n d  th e  im personal s in c e  sp e e c h  
m a k e s  u s  aw a re  of how  m uch th e  individual su b je c t d e p e n d s  upon  com m unal 
re s o u rc e s ;  a n d , m o st im portan t, it a llow s Antin to  transform  M odernist id ea ls  of 
a rt a s  d ire c t tes tim o n y  ra th e r  th a n  co m m en ta ry , of d isp lay  ra th e r  than  
re fe re n c e , into an  e la b o ra te  dem onstra tion  o f w ho  o n e  b e c o m e s  in the  very 
p ro c e s s  of tun ing .3
W hat h a d  s u s ta in e d  highly a b s tra c t ex p erim en ts  b e c o m e s  th e  b a s is  for a c ts  that a re  
radically  p e rs o n a liz e d  w ithout su ccu m b in g  to  th e  tem p ta tio n s  of su b jec tiv is t
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p sy ch o lo g iz in g .22
S o  e n d s  th e  first p a r t  of Altieri's e s s a y , a n d  if I h a v e  q u o te d  him ex tensively , it is 
b e c a u s e  I w an ted  to sh o w  how  th e  w eight of th is  section  b e a r s  dow n on  A ntin 's m odern ist 
ro o ts . In tru th , A ntin’s  form al s tra te g ie s  a re  all p ro to -m o d ern is t. W hat m a k e s  him  not 
a  p ro to -m o d ern is t, for Altieri, is th a t th e s e  s tra te g ie s  a re  fo u n d ed  on  so m eth in g  w e  all 
h a v e  in c o m m o n --sp e e c h . T h is  is w hy Altieri h a s  no  p rob lem  with A ntin’s  idealization  
of ta lk in g - th e  p ro c e s s  of tu n in g - s in c e  it v a lo rize s  w h a t m o st of u s  regularly  do . Not 
e v e ry o n e  w rite s  poetry , bu t a lm o st ev e ry o n e  s p e a k s .  Altieri's a rg u m e n t d e p e n d s , th en , 
on  two is s u e s :  (1) th a t th e  m odern ist e labo ra tion  of th e  p oem  is a  co llage  of "com posite  
s ite s  th a t elicit p sy ch ic  p o w e rs  s o  in te n se  a n d  com plex  th a t th ey  c re a te  e la b o ra te  a n d  
pow erful te n s io n s  b e tw e e n  th e  c o m p re h e n s iv e n e s s  o r purity of a rt a n d  the  dull 
c o n fu s io n s  of ord inary  life,"22 a n d  (2) th a t th e  idealization  of th e  m o v em en t of s p e e c h  
a s  a  p ro c e s s  of tuning sa tis fie s  "W ordsw orth 's d rea m  that the  p o e t ca n  b e  sim ply a  
p e rs o n  talking to  o th e r  p e rs o n s ." 24
A side  from  e lab o ra tin g  A ntin 's m odern ist ch a ra c te r is tic s , Altieri d o e s  d e v o te  tim e 
a n d  s p a c e  to  A ntin 's re la tionsh ip  to th e  n eo rom an tic  an d  ex perim en ta l p o le s  of 
co n te m p o ra ry  poetry . It is unequ ivocally  a  re la tionsh ip  of n e g a tio n s :
A ntin 's re fu sa ls  a re  th e m se lv e s  e lo q u e n t g e s tu re s . T h e  critical e n e rg ie s  
informing them  d e p e n d  on  a  d e e p  an tag o n ism  to th e  two b a s ic  form s of n a rc issism  
c h a ra c te r iz in g  o u r  R o m an tic  lyrical t ra d i t io n s - th e  n a rc is s is m  of sen sib ility  
th a t e s ta b lis h e s  th e  p o e t a s  a  d e lica te  record ing  in strum en t p lan ted  in th e  p sy c h e  
to tra c e  m o v em e n ts  w hich a  g e n e ra l a u d ie n c e  can  only h o p e  to rece ive  s e c o n d ­
h a n d , a n d  th e  n a rc iss ism  of sty le  th a t re in fo rces  the  c la im s of sensib ility  by  
insisting  on  th e  em otional fo rce  of e le g a n t diction an d  e la b o ra te  form al 
p a tte rn in g , th e re b y  o ften  con fusing  a r tfu ln e s s  with p e rc e p tio n . In th e ir  p la c e  
Antin c o n c e n tra te s  on  th e  capac ity  of s p e e c h  to exp lore  a n d  tak e  responsibility
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for re s o u rc e s  m ore  d eep ly  a n d  m ore  g en era lly  e m b e d d e d  in ou r lives 25 
I h o p e  lo sh o w  in m y rea d in g s  of th e  talk  p o e m s  that A ntin 's w ork e x te n d s  bo th  the  
n a rc is s ism  o f sensib ility  a n d  th e  n a rc iss ism  o f s ty le  by  w h a t I will call th e  n a rc iss ism  
of s p e e c h . S in ce  n a rc issism  in g e n e ra l c a n  b e  defined  by w hat it ex c lu d es , o n e  m ight 
w o n d e r w ho  is ex c lu d e d  by  th e  valorization  of s p e e c h , I refe r to  th e  sp e ec h -im p a ire d . 
J u s t  a s  no t ev e ry o n e  c a n  write (e .g ., th e  p a ra ly zed ), so  not e v e ry o n e  s p e a k s . But ev en  
on  A ltieri's ow n te rm s, Antin d o e s  no t satisfy  W ordsw orth’s  d re a m ; h e  re p e a ts  it. Far 
from  b e in g  sim ply a  p e rso n  talking to o th e r  p e rs o n s , Antin follow s in th e  trad ition  of 
A m erican  p o e try  an d  a u d ie n c e s :  a  p oe t talking to o th e r  a rtis ts  ( a  g re a t n u m b er of whom 
a re  th e m s e lv e s  p o e ts ) , c ritics  a n d  a s s o r te d  h a n g e rs -o n . A lthough I follow Altieri by 
em ploy ing  th e  term  n a rc is s ism , I w an t to  e m p h a s iz e  th a t no th ing  I’v e  w ritten  in this 
p a ra g ra p h  is e sse n tia lly  p e jo ra tiv e  from  m y p e rsp e c tiv e . S a y re  an d  Altieri a re  both 
a w a re  o f th e  n a iv e te  of W ordsw orth 's  d rea m . For th em , A ntin 's "tuning" re p re s e n ts  an  
on -g o in g  p ro c e s s  th a t n e v e r  a c h ie v e s  th e  "p erfec t pitch" of e x p lic itn ess  with a n  ideal 
a u d ie n c e . But th e  m eta p h o r of tun ing  rev ea ls  A ntin 's d e s ire  for th is  ideal s ta te . This 
d e s ire  is c o u p led  with an  "an tagon ism " to th o se  p o e tic s  that lack th e  d e s ire  to m ove 
tow ard  th is  ideal s ta te . Antin too  re p e a ts  th e  exc lu sionary  g e s tu re .
S a y re  a n d  Altieri s h a re  with Antin this d e s ire  a n d  d ism issa l. But why d ism iss  w hat 
o n e  h a s  critic ized  for be ing  d ism iss iv e?  W hat o n e  genera lly  h e a rs  a n d  re a d s  from  p o e ts  
a n d  c ritics  th a t e s se n tia liz e  m o d e s  (sp e e c h  o r  writing) is the  e c h o  of a  com plain t 
c e n tu r ie s  old: th e re  a re  too  m any  p e o p le  writing. T h e  p o e ts  g enera lly  s ta r t sa y in g  this 
a fte r  h av in g  b e e n  in d u c ted  into th e  ran k s  of critical respec tab ility .
O n e  w ay  to  g e t into Altieri’s  tex t is to look a t  w h a t he explicitly c h o o s e s  to ignore : 
how  Antin re la te s  h is " sp e e c h  ac ts"  to th e ir w ritten tran sc rip tio n s . In a  foo tno te  Altieri 
ex p la in s  th a t h e  in ten d s  to  ignore  two is s u e s  su rround ing  A ntin 's talk  p o e m s: (1) "the 
su b s ta n tia l d iffe ren ces  b e tw e e n  th e  p e rfo rm a n c es  a s  sp o k en  a n d  w h a t Antin c a lls  th e  
s c o re s  w hich  w e  g e t  a s  p rin ted  tex ts"  a n d  (92) th e  "difficulty jAntin has] . . . finding a
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no ta tion  for th e  life s p e e c h  g iv es  h is p e rfo rm an ce ."  Altieri re fe rs  h e re  to  A ntin 's 
ty p o g ra p h ica l s ty lin g s , w h a t Altieri d e ris iv e ly  d u b s  "Cummlngsism."26
Altieri s a y s  h e  will ignore  th e s e  is s u e s  b e c a u s e  Perioff a n d  S a y re  h a v e  sufficiently 
tre a te d  th em  in the ir c o m m e n ta rie s . But it m ay  be  th a t Altieri c h o o s e s  to  ignore th e s e  
is s u e s  b e c a u s e  a  d isc u ss io n  of them  w ould fo rce  him to  rea lize  th a t th e  written te x ts  a re  
n o t ancillary  to  th e  ta lk s . H e w ould s e e  th a t th e  tex ts  a re  not m e re  tran sc rip tio n s  but, 
b e c a u s e  th ey  a re  su b s tan tia lly  different, a re  p e rfo rm a n c es  in a n d  of th e m se lv e s . T his 
would m ea n  th a t Altieri's en tire  focus h e re  on  tuning a s  a  p ro c e s s  of s p e e c h  is a  se rio u s  
d isto rtion  of A n tin 's  p ro jec t.
N ote, how ever, th a t  th e  is s u e  of A ntin 's written tex ts  is no t a  function of w h a t Antin 
h im self w a n ts  to  d o . H e ad m its , s a y s  Altieri, th a t h e  is no t h a p p y  with his w ritten tex ts . 
H ow ever e la b o ra te  A ntin 's s tra te g ie s  for tran sc rib in g  h is  ta lk s, he  c a n  n e v e r  fully 
r e p ro d u c e - in  a n y  s e n s e - t h e  full s p e e c h  b e c a u s e  n e ith e r  s p e e c h  no r writing a re  full, 
th a t is, identical to  th e m se lv e s . N o n e th e le ss  i believe Antin c o m e s  a s  c lo se  to 
rep roducing  s p e e c h  a s  o n e  c a n : he  u s e s  no  cap ita liza tions, no  punctuation , just w ords 
a n d  s p a c in g s  (to in d ica te  p a u s e s ) .  If, a s  Altieri c la im s, h is  ta lks sa tisfy  W o rdsw orth 's  
d rea m  of th e  p o e t a s  a  p e rso n  sim ply talking to  o th e r  p e rs o n s , th en  th e  form at of his 
tex ts  sa tisfy  O lso n 's  d re a m  o f field com position . A nd yet it ta k e s  a  while to g e t u se d  to 
read in g  th e s e  tex ts . F o r e x a m p le , I so m e tim e s  s tu m b le  o v e r  c o n stru c tio n s  like "w ere” 
w hich m e a n s  e ith e r  "w ere" o r "w e're." T h is is th e  kind o f difficulty o n e  e n c o u n te rs  
w hen  o n e  re a d s  tra n sc rib ed  d ialect like, a s  o n e  ex am p le , B lack English . B lack s tu d e n ts  
c a n  w hip  off s tr in g s  of d ia lec t th a t m ay b e  in co m p reh en sib le  to  a c a d e m ic s  (think of th e  
s tu n n in g  v irtuosity  of ra p  a rtis ts ). Yet, if th e  d ia lec t is  tra n sc rib e d  into w ritten tex ts  
th e  a c a d e m ic s  will a t  le a s t b e  ab le  to re a d  it with little difficulty w hile th e  s tu d e n ts  will 
s tu m b le .
On th e  b a s is  of th e  a b o v e , o n e  m ight b e  tem p ted  to a s s u m e  th a t A ntin 's written tex ts 
a re  d ire c te d  a t  an  ex c lu siv e  a u d ie n c e  w hile h is oral p e rfo rm a n c es  a re  m e a n t for a  m ore
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g e n e ra l a u d ie n c e ; writing is w h a t a c a d e m ic s  do  while sp e ak in g  is w hat a lm ost everybody  
d o e s .  But d e sp ite  Altieri's reduc tion ism , th e re  a re  m any  k in d s  of talk ing, a n d  so m e  
fo rm s o f talking a r e  a s  d ifferen t from  o n e  a n o th e r  a s  talking is d ifferen t from  writing. 
O nly by su p p re s s in g  th e s e  d iffe ren ces  of talking c a n  Altieri hold u p  Antin a s  the  la te s t 
co m in g  of W ordsw orth ’s  d re a m : "sim ply a  p e rso n  talking to  o th e r p e rso n s ."  T h e re  a re  
no  " p e rso n s ."  T h e re  a re  c a rp e n te rs ,  w o m en , in troverts, G e rm a n s , r e d h e a d s , b lack s , 
e tc ., b u t th e re  a re  no  p e rs o n s .  David Antin is a  tra in ed  linguist w ho ta lk s in m u se u m s , 
lib ra ries , a r t  s p a c e s ,  p o e try  c e n te rs ,  e tc . And he  ta lk s  a b o u t a rt, linguistics, 
e c o n o m ics , sociology, ph ilosophy , e tc . A nd th e  p e o p le  w ho c o m e  to listen to Antin a re  
g e n e ra lly  no different from  th e  p e o p le  o n e  often  s e e s  a t  a rt sh o w s, poe try  rea d in g s  a n d  
o th e r  c u ltu ra l e v e n ts .
A ltieri's  p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith A ntin 's ta lk s --a s  o p p o s e d  to  h is  tex ts --n o  d o u b t 
r e c e iv e s  its  justification  from  Antin him self, w ho, a s  w e  recall, is no t happy  with th e  
w ritten  s c o re s .  Altieri's fo cu s  c o n tra d ic ts  S a y re 's  th e s is  th a t Antin is equally  c o n c e rn e d  
with s p e e c h  a n d  writing. Altieri m a k e s  a  g re a t d e a l of Antin’s  u n d ers tan d in g  of tuning a s  
"nego tiation" b e tw e en  s p e a k e r  an d  a u d ie n c e . As th e  o n e  w ho  talks, Antin ad ju s ts  h is ta lks 
to  th e  c o n tin g e n c ie s  of th e  a u d ie n c e s  he  talks to--not with. T h is  is d ifferen t from the  
a u th o r  w h o  w rites  to - n o t  w ith -h is  a u d ie n c e , bu t th e  d iffe ren ce  is n o t fu n d am en ta l, 
for it is im p o ssib le  to  w rite, rev ise  a n d  a lte r  w ithout s o m e  s e n s e  of an  a u d ie n c e . For 
Antin, th e  a c tu a l p r e s e n c e  of th e  a u d ie n c e  ju stifies d irec t nego tia tion  o v e r  th e  w riter's  
ind irect n ego tia tion  with th e  a u d ie n c e s . W hen Antin tra n sc r ib e s  h is talks, h e  im ag in es  
h im se lf a s  still a  ta lk e r, for by exc is ing  p u n c tu a tio n , ju stified  m arg in s , a n d  
g ram m atica l c o n v e n tio n s  from  h is  te x ts  h e  tra n sc rib e s  in m em ory  of th e  a u d ie n c e s  to 
w hich h e  h a s  sp o k e n . T h is  nullifies h is own a s s e r t io n -q u o te d  by Perioff in T he . P o e tic s  
of In d e te rm in a n c y - t h a t  talk ing a n d  writing a re  tw o d ifferen t p r e s e n c e s  to  w hich h e  is 
u tterly  faithful; n e ith e r  talk ing  n o r writing is m ore  im p o rta n t th a n  th e  o th e r .27
A ntin 's  h iera rch izing  o f s p e e c h  a n d  writing is rep lica ted  in h is re la tionsh ip  to h is
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a u d ie n c e . T hough  th e re  m ay be  neg o tia tio n s , tun ings, Antin d o e s  all th e  talking. This is 
n o t a  d ia logue. M oreover, Antin n e v e r  a s k s  the  a u d ie n c e  w hat th ey  w ou ld  like him to talk 
a b o u t. He re p e a ts  th e  "problem  of p o stu re"  he  p la c e s  a t  th e  fee t of th e  n e o ro m a n tic s .28 
W h en  Altieri m a k e s  th e  p a re n th e tica l rem ark  th a t "F rien d s  a re  to  Antin w h a t em otional 
s ta l e s  a re  to  trad itional lyric p o e ts ,"  d o e s  h e  im agine th a t th is is to  A ntin 's c re d it? 23 A s 
A ltieri's rem ark  s u g g e s ts ,  lyricism d e p e n d s  on  a n a lo g y , specifically , m e ta p h o r: b e tw e en  
em o tio n a l s ta te s  a n d  "objective co rre la tives"  or b e tw e e n  friends a n d  " ideas."  In e ith e r 
c a s e ,  th e  veh ic le  a n d  ten o r th e  lyrical p o e t u s e s  a re  le s s  im portant th an  th e  e ffec t of th e  
v e h ic le - te n o r  re la tio n sh ip , w h a t S a y re  ca lls  th e  n ew  e p ip h a n y .30
N ow  if th e  d re a m  of lyricism is th e  d re a m  of sincerity , it is c le a r  th a t  Antin d o e s  not 
s h a re  th is d re a m  if by sincerity  o n e  m e a n s  the  ex te rnaliza tion  of s o m e  interior s ta te . 
S in c e  h e  is no t relying o n  his "em otional s ta te s ,"  it is  n o t a  q u estio n  of h is  ow n honesty . 
Altieri c o n tra s ts  A n tin 's  u n s e lfc o n sc io u s n e s s  with n e o ro m a n tic  s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s , 
s u g g e s tin g  th a t "E ven  th e  d rea m  of h o n e s ty  m ay w ell b e  largely a  fan ta sy , justifying 
o b s e s s io n  with o n e s e lf  in th e  q u e s t  fo r e n d le s s  self-co rrec tion ."31 But w ithout say ing  
s o , Altieri h a s , by s le ig h t of h a n d , c h a n g e d  th e  g ro u n d s  of th e  d e b a te . Is it justifiable to  
u s e  "neorom antic" a n d  "lyrical" in te rch an g eab ly  a s  h e  d o e s ?  I h av e  m y d o u b ts . Ail 
lyrical p o e ts  m ay  b e  n e o ro m an tic s , b u t no t all n eo ro m an tic  p o e ts  a re  lyrical p o e ts . T he 
c o n fu s io n  re su lts  from  Altieri’s  defin ing  R om an tic ism  by o n e  of its c h a ra c te r is tic s : 
lyricism . But e v e n  if I c o n c e d e  th e  e q u iv a len c e  of R om an tic ism  with lyricism (for 
A ltieri m ay  m e a n  th a t  th e  n e o ro m a n tic s --n o t h im --n a rro w  R o m an tic ism  to lyricism ),
I c a n n o t  a c c e p t w h a t is c learly  A ltieri's conflation of lyricism with o n e  o f its su b -g e n re s : 
co n fe ss io n a lism . A gain : ail c o n fe ss io n a l poetry  m ay  b e  lyrical b u t n o t all lyrical poe try  
is co n fe ss io n a l. Y et it is co n fe ss io n a l poe try  tha t is b e ing  ta lked  a b u t in th e  se c o n d  half of 
A ltieri's  s ta te m e n t:  "justifying o b s e s s io n  with o n e se lf  in th e  q u e s t  for e n d le ss -se lf-  
co rre c tio n ."  B ut th e  "d ream  of h o n e s ty "  app!ies--if it ap p lie s--to  lyrical p o e try  in 
g e n e ra l. Antin m ay  b e  a  lyrical p o e t w ithout being a  co n fess io n a l p o e t. H e d re a m s  th e
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d re a m  of h o n e s ty , bu t it is no t th e  d rea m  of tuning an  em otional s ta te  to th e  frequency  of 
a n  ob jec tive  s ta te . It is the  d rea m  of w hat S a y re  ca lls  a  new  ep ip h an y , o n e  th a t re su lts  
from  tuning  ob jec tive  s ta te s  to o n e  an o th er.
Aitieri w a n ts  to  m ake  th e  d iffe rence  b e tw e en  Antin an d  his neo ro m an tic  
c o n te m p o ra rie s  turn o n  the  d iffe rence  b e tw een  h o n e s ty  a n d  exp lic itness . T hus h e  a rg u e s  
th a t A ntin 's s e n s e  of his "I" is en tirely  non -thea trica l b e c a u s e  it d e p e n d s  on  neg o tia tio n s  
with an  a u d ie n c e . T h u s Antin c a n  w ear
th e  will lightly, c o n s ta n tly  te s tin g  [his] p ro c e d u re  by th e  s e n s e  of fluidity with 
th e  se lf  a n d  th e  a u d ie n c e  which th a t allow s. A nd this perm its  Antin th e  d rea m  of 
to ta l e x p lic itn e ss  th a t I obv iously  find a  crucial b rea k  from  co n te m p o ra ry  
lyricism . M ethodologically  th e re  n e e d  by no re se rv e  b e c a u s e  th e re  a re  no 
c o n s tra in ts  requiring him to  p ro d u ce  an a rtifac t th a t co u ld  s ta n d  on  th e  o th e r  s ide  
of th e  p lan e , in d ep en d en t of the  s p e e c h  situation , a n d  no n e e d  to a b s tra c t the  self 
into s o m e  im ag inary  im p erso n a l o r  tra n sp e rso n a l en tity .32 
T h e  "d ream  of to ta l ex p lic itn ess” d o e s  not b re a k  from co n tem p o ra ry  lyricism b e c a u s e  It 
rem ain s  a  d re a m . T hus A ntin 's m ethod  d o e s  requ ire  a  re se rv e  d u e  to con tra in ts . He ta p e s  
h is  talks to  tra n sc rib e  them  for tex tual s itu a tio n s  th a t a re  " in d e p e n d e n t of th e  s p e e c h  
s itua tion ."  T h e  c o n s tra in ts  A ntin su b m its  to a re  h is tem porality , h is  historicity, e tc . 
Altieri is c o rre c t th a t  th e s e  c o n s tra in ts  a re  not n e c e s s a ry ;  Antin d o e s n 't  h a v e  to 
tra n sc rib e  h is  ta lk s . T h a t h e  d o e s  while d en ig ra tin g  writing in d ic a te s  h is am b iv a len ce , 
h is  u n d ers tan d in g  tha t h e  d o e s  w h a t h e  d o e s  not like. And d o e s  so  for th e  d ream  of 
literary  im m orta lity , financ ia l r e a s o n s ,  e tc .
In tru th , I am  not say ing  any th ing  th a t Altieri d o e s  not sa y . W h en  Altieri u s e s  the  
sub junc tive  co n stru c tio n  "need  be ,"  h e  re fe rs  to e ith e r w hat Antin d o e s  not do  or to  w hat 
h e  c a n  only d re a m  of not do ing . If I g ran t th a t Altieri re fe rs  to  a  d e s ire  ra th e r  th a n  a n  
ach iev em en t, th e n  how  d o  I re a d  his rem ark  th a t he  finds th e  d rea m  a  "crucial b rea k  
from  co n te m p o ra ry  lyricism"? W e h av e  ju st re a d  th a t th e  d re a m  of h o n e s ty  m ay be
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largely a  fan tasy . H en ce  the  d iffe rence  b e tw een  e x p lic itn ess  a n d  honesty : th e  form er is 
a  d re a m , th e  la tte r m ostly  fan tasy .
Is th e re  a  d iffe rence  b e tw e en  th e  "d ream  of total exp lic itness"  an d  the  "d ream  of
h o n es ty "  th a t "m ay b e  largely  a  fa n ta sy ? "  T he  first p h ra s e  im plies th a t Antin is only
partially  explicit; th e  s e c o n d  th a t n eo ro m a n tic  h o n e s ty  is a  p a rtia l reality . If I
t ra n s p o s e  th e  te rm s, it cou ld  b e  s a id  th a t A ntin 's h o n e s ty  is  partia l, th a t n e o ro m an tic
e x p lic itn ess  is partia l. E ven if o n e  re a d s  this a s  a  d isto rtion  of w h a t Altieri m e a n s , a
m ore  im portan t p rob lem  rem a in s . How cou ld  a  r e a d e r  o r lis ten e r  m e a s u re  e ith e r
h o n e s ty  o r ex p lic itn e ss?  Altieri k n o w s th a t th e re 's  no  w ay  for re a d e rs  to m e a s u re
h o n e s ty , so  its u s e fu ln e s s  for re a d e rs  of neo rom an tic  poe try  is q u e s tio n a b le  a t  b e s t .  But
h e  v a lo rizes  e x p lic itn e ss  by a ss ig n in g  it th e  m ore  n obel term  "dream " w hen  in fac t it too
is a  fan ta sy  a n d  for th e  s a m e  re a so n . Not only a re n 't  A ltieri's d istinctions b e tw e e n  Antin
a n d  his n eo ro m an tic  p e e r s  g ro u n d ed  in a n y  actual a c h ie v e m e n ts , b u t they  a lso  a re n 't
g ro u n d e d  in any  fu ndam en ta l d iffe rences  be tw een  w hat th ey  e a c h  d ream  of ach iev ing .
♦  *  *
B efore  I e x am in e  so m e  of A ntin 's ta lk  p o e m s I w a n t to briefly e s ta b lish  th e  poetic-- 
o r  a n ti-p o e tic s -u n d e r iin in g  his w ork. I h a v e  e x a m in e d  th re e  D avid A ntin 's th u s  far: 
P e r lo ffs , S a y re 's  a n d  Altieri's. B efo re  I turn to  m y Antin it s e e m s  ap p ro p ria te  to 
co n s id e r  David A ntins, ev en  if th e  Antin below  is a lread y  o v e r a  d e c a d e  old. I a lso  h o p e  to 
sh o w  that d e sp ite  th e  length  of tim e b e tw e en  the  first in terview  a n d  the  pub lica tion  of 
T u n ing , all of A ntin 's w ork c a n  be  tied  to g e th e r  by re la te d  c o n c e rn s .
C ontrary  to  A ltieri's c la im s, A ntin 's a ttitu d e  tow ard  h is a u d ie n c e , h o w ev er o p e n , 
still re ta in s  a  tra c e  o f th e  trad itional insularity  a s s o c ia te d  with th e  artist a n d  h is  
p a tro n s . Altieri m a k e s  m uch  of A ntin 's re sp o n s iv e n e ss  to  h is a u d ie n c e s . Vet o n e  m ight 
w o n d e r w hy Antin h a s  yet to include con tribu tions from  his a u d ie n c e  in h is tra n sc rib ed  
ta lk s. H ere  is  a n  e x c e rp t from  an  in terview  with Antin th a t B arry  A lpert did for V o rt: 
BA: Could_the_question a n d  a n sw e r  period a fte r o n e  of v ou r p iec e s  b e  a s  m uch  a
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p o em  a s  th e  p ie c e  itself?  T h e  difficulty is with picking u p  th e  v o ice s  in the  
a u d ie n c e , is th a t c o rre c t?
DA: T h a t's  o n e  of th e  difficulties, bu t no t th e  m ost im portan t. I reco rd  the  
q u e s tio n s  a n d  a n sw e rs  so m e  of th e  tim e a n d  I've tra n sc rib ed  a  few  of th e s e  
s e s s io n s . Like th e  o n e  th a t c a m e  up  afte r th e  C o o p e r Union talk. A nd it didn't 
s e e m  in te resting . Now I know  th a t 's  a  critical w ord th a t n e e d s  exp lain ing . For 
e x am p le , I sp o k e  h e re  in Ind iana  a n d  th e  q u estio n  an d  a n sw e r  period  w a s  very 
in te restin g . W h e th e r th e  s h a p e  of it w a s  in te restin g  o v e r  th e  long run, w h e th er 
it n e e d e d  a n y  f u r th e r . . .
BA: Shaping?
DA: No. Life. W h e th e r it n e e d e d  o r w a s  w orth tran scrib ing  is really w h a t I 
m ea n . I don 't know  w h e th e r  it w ould b e  usefu l for an ybody  b e s id e s  th o se  peop le  
w ho  w ere  in it to  h av e  h e a rd  th is thing, I'm not su re . You s e e  I h a v e  th is 
uncertain  an d  e m e rg en t s e n s e  of w hat I regard  a s  a  p o em . And th e re  is som eth ing  
in th e  form  of th e  q u e s tio n  a n d  th e  a n sw e r  th a t 's  so  c lea r-cu t in its d e m a n d s , 
m o re  c lea r-cu t ev en  than  a  co n v e rsa tio n . And while I cou ld  im agine a  
c o n v e rs a tio n -s o m e  c o n v e rs a tio n s -o f  be ing  c a p a b le  of m oving into p o e m s  . . .  I 
te n d  to think o f a  p oem  a s  having a  certa in  . . .  freedom  . . .  to m ove o u t into 
invention a n d  d iscovery  . .  . a n d  in s o m e  s itua tions, th e  c la im s of the  p eo p le  
y o u 're  a d d re s s in g , talking tow ard , m ay beg in  to  e x e rt to o  m uch of a  pull, 
v iolating th e  c la im s of th e  m atte r  th a t you 're  m oving to w ard .33
I d o n 't  w an t to  dim inish  th e  s e n s e  o f s trugg le  ev iden t in th e s e  w ords. Antin is clearly  
torn b e tw e e n  th e  d e m a n d s  of his s e n s e  of se lf an d  the  d e m a n d s  of w hat h e  w an ts  to ach ieve  
in p o e try , a n  a c h ie v e m e n t th a t w ould dim inish  th a t se lf  to th e  point w h ere  h e  m ight 
in d eed  b e  sim ply a  p e rso n  sp eak in g  to  o th e r  p e rso n s . N o n e th e le s s  I d raw  a tten tion  to 
A ntin 's re tre a t  from  th e  brink. H aving b ro a c h e d  th e  is s u e  o f a u d ie n c e  participation  in 
th e  p o e tic  p ro c e s s , Antin a t  first w a n ts  to m ake  it a  m a tte r  of "in terest"  b u t quickly
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c o n c e d e s  th e  u nsa tisfac to ry  am biguity  of th e  term . T h e  exp lanation  of w h a t h e  m e a n s  by 
" in te rest"  n e v e r  a rr iv e s -d ire c tly . But indirectly , by  a  p ro c e s s  of a s so c ia tio n  a n d  
an a lo g y , " in teresting" g e ts  a s s o c ia te d  with "useful," "freedom ," "invention," and  
"discovery ." T h e s e  qua lities  a ls o  be long  to the  rep e rto ire  o f th e  trad itional p o e t.
A ccord ing  to Antin, th e s e  p o e tic  qua lities  a re  g e n e ra lly  a b s e n t  from "co n v e rsa tio n s,"  
d ia lo g u e s  b e tw e e n  a rtis ts  a n d  a u d ie n c e s . T he  interview  during which Antin m ak e s  th e s e  
c o m m e n ts  w a s  c o n d u c te d  in 1973  a n d  p ub lished  in 1975 , a  y e a r  befo re  th e  publication 
of Talking a t  th e  B o u n d a rie s  a n d  n ine y e a rs  before  th e  publication of T u n in g . I w an t to 
claim  right now  that A ntin 's am b iv a le n c e  tow ard  his w ork a n d  h is a u d ie n c e  rem a in ed  
u n c h a n g e d  b e tw e en  1973 a n d  1984 .
T h u s , d e s p ite  th e  c o m m e n ts  of William V. S p a n o s , for o n e , Antin's a e s th e tic  is not anti- 
p o e tic  b u t an ti-literary , with a  sp ec ific  s e n s e  of th e  literary  a s  e lu c id a te d  in A ntin 's 
e s s a y  "M odernism  a n d  P o stm o d ern ism : A pproach ing  T h e  P re se n t in A m erican  Poetry ."34  
A s Altieri p o in ts  o u t, Antin is  in te re s te d  in th e  m a te ria ls  o r  poe try ; th a t is h is  h e ritag e  
from  th e  m o d ern is ts . A nd w hen  Antin h im self a rg u e s  for a  poe try  th a t w ould  claim  "all 
o f  talk ing , n o t ju s t sp e c ia l k inds of talking," it w ould  b e  difficult to  d e n y  o r d ism iss  th e  
liberating g e s tu re  35 But in asm u c h  a s  A ntin 's idealization  o f th e  s p e e c h  p ro c e s s  ta k e s  
p la c e  within th e  c o n s tra in ts  o f a c a d e m ic  s p a c e s , th e  p o s tm o d e rn ism  of th is  liberation 
b e g in s  to look like th a t o th e r  p o s tm o d e rn is m -c u ltu ra l  p o s tm o d e rn ism , a  pe jo ra tive  
te rm  for k itsch : cu ltu ral gen trifica tion . J u s t  a s  it is "in" to  re tu rn  to  th e  a u th e n tic  
cu ltu ra l s ite s  of th e  u rb an  ju n g le  for e th n ic  cu isine , w orld m usic  a n d  in tifa d a  s c a rv e s , 
s o  it is "in" to  a p o th e o s iz e  o rd inary  s p e e c h  into a  p ro d u c t p a la ta b le  to th e  a v a n t-g a rd e  
a u d ie n c e s  e a g e r  no t to b e  left b eh in d . I don 't a sc rib e  th e s e  a ttitu d es  to Antin in g en e ra l, 
only w h en  h e  p re te n d s  to b e  doing m ore  th an  he  really is do ing . But I do  m e a n  th e se  
c ritic ism s for h is  critical c h a m p io n s  e a g e r  to p rove  how  in te re s te d  they  a re  in p e rs o n s  
sim ply  sp e a k in g  to o th e r  p e rs o n s . It m ay well b e  th a t  th e  cu rre n t a n d  in creas in g  
reac tio n  a g a in s t neo rom an tic ism  a n d  experim en talism  is p a rt a n d  p a rc e l of the
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B loom /B ennett/H irsch  p h e n o m e n o n : th e  b a rb a r ia n s  a re  (again ) a t th e  g a te s .
*  *  *
T ow ard  th e  en d  of the  first talk  poem  in T a lk ing  a t  th e  B o u n d a rie s , "w hat am  t doing 
h e re ,"  Antin, w ho  th ro u g h o u t th is  p ie c e  h a s  b e e n  a ttem pting  to  s a y  how  "all talking is 
poetry  a n d  th a t no t all poe try  is talking," by w hich he  m e a n s  th e re  c a n  b e  a  "poetry  of 
th e  cry," s a y s  th a t "poetry  is u n in te rru p tab le  d i s c o u r s e . ^  S in c e  "all talking is 
poetry ," talk ing  to o  is u n in te rrup tab le  d isc o u rse . But in w hat p o ss ib le  s e n s e  a re  poetry  
a n d  talking u n in te rru p tab le?  Antin g o e s  o n  to  s a y  th a t h e  c a n  im ag ine  a  poetry  th a t 
w ould b e  "a  form of d ialogue": w h a t o n e  s a y s  could  b e  in terrup ted  by a n o th e r  w ho w an ts  
to s a y  so m e th in g , som eth ing  "that w e  h a v e /sh u t you out from s o  long."37
C o n s id e r  th e  q u e s tio n  of in terruptability . F rom  e ith e r a n  a u th o r 's  o r  a  re a d e r 's  
p e rsp e c tiv e , w ritten poe try  is  a lw ay s  in te rru p tab le . F ew  p o e m s  a re  c o m p o s e d  w ithout 
in te rrup tions  from  ex te rn a l s o u rc e s  (C o leridge’s  "Kubla K han" is o n e  of th e  m ore 
fam o u s  e x a m p les ) . A nd a  r e a d e r  is a lw ays su b jec t to in te rrup tions while read in g  p o e m s. 
T h e  possib ility  of in terrup tion  is p re se n t a t 's o m e  level for all fo rm s of writing, 
sp e ak in g , rea d in g  a n d  listen ing . Of c o u rse , w h a t Antin m ay m e a n  is tha t in terrup tions 
a re  rarely  in co rp o ra ted  into th e  com position  p ro c e s s  (though J o y c e  is sa id  to  h av e  d o n e  
ju s t th a t w hile  writing U lv s s e s t . O n e  e x p e c ts  th en  to  w itn ess  a  n e w  poe try , o n e  th a t 
in co rp o ra te s  s o m e  of the  co m m e n ts , laugh ter, guffaw s, h is s e s  a n d  q u e s tio n s  of the 
a u d ie n c e . B ut Antin o p e n s  th e  possib ility  of b e ing  in te rrup ted  by h is  lis ten e rs  th re e  
lines from  th e  e n d  of "what am  i doing here": w h a t follows is a  b lank  p a g e .
Antin, th e  p u rv ey o r of talk  p o e m s , re c o rd e r  a n d  tra n sc rib e r  o f h is  ow n w ork, is 
certain ly  in th e  position  to  e n c o u ra g e  a n d  in co rp o ra te  a u d ie n c e  partic ipa tion . He d o e s  
not d o  so . Is it en o u g h  for Antin to  h av e  sim ply ra ise d  th e  q u e s tio n ?  Only if h e  w ere  the  
first, an d  h e  w a s  not. Is it b e c a u s e  talking a n d  poe try  c a n  only d re a m  of e sca p in g  their 
o rig ins th a t, o n  A ntin 's v iew , a re  linked to fasc ism ?38  D esp ite  th e  o v e rtu re  to a  rad ical 
d em o cra tism  a t  th e  en d  of th is  talk, Antin k n o w s th a t not every th ing  ev e ry o n e  s a y s  w ould
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b e  p rin ted  by  a n y  pub lisher, m uch  le s s  N ew  D irections: talking a n d  poetry  a lso  h a v e  
th e ir "council of e ld e rs ."39
At th e  beg inn ing  of th is talk  Antin s a y s  th a t p o e try  is art a d d e d  to talking, bu t it is 
only b e c a u s e  Antin Is s o  sk illed  a t  a  particu la r kind of talking th a t  h e  en jo y s h is cu rren t 
critical a c c la im .40 M oreover, d e s p ite  h is s u g g e s tio n s  of a  com plicity b e tw e e n  the  
s c ie n c e s  a n d  fasc ism , A ntin 's ow n talk  d raw s on  a  n u m b er of d isc ip lines, including 
p h y sic s . P e rh a p s  th is is w hy h is  talk co n c lu d e s  with th e  a c k n o w led g em en t of his ow n 
com plicity with fasc is t d isc o u rse , w hich is w hy h e  c a n  only d re a m  of a  d e m o cra tic  
in te rrup tab le  d isc o u rse . But, of c o u rs e , A ntin 's u s e  of te rm s like fasc ism  and  
to ta lita rian ism  is facile ; it v u lg a r iz e s  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  a u th o r /sp e a k e r  a n d  
re a d e r /l is te n e r , e v e n  w h en  th e  la tte r  n e v e r  in te rru p ts  o r  is p re v e n te d  from 
in terrup ting . Antin him self g lim p ses  th is o th e r  co m m o n  u s e  of talking w h en  h e  s a y s  that 
" th e re  is a  kind /  of talking th a t is re sp o n so ry  d irectly  re sp o n se ry ."4-i O n e  re s p o n d s  
a fte r o n e  h a s  h e a rd  w hat a n o th e r  h a s  to say . It is a  m a tte r  of e th ic s .
W ithout q u e s tio n  A ntin 's talk  p ie c e s  re p re se n t a  novel a n d  com pelling  m o v em en t in 
co n tem p o ra ry  A m erican poetry . But a s  c o n c e rn s  th e  q u estio n  of o p e n n e s s  a n d  c lo su re , 
Antin’s  w ork e v a d e s  c o n s tra in ts  no le s s  a n d  no  m o re  su ccessfu lly  th an  o th e r  neo rom an tic  
o r e x p e rim en ta l poetry . For ex am p le , th is p ie c e  b e g in s  an d  e n d s  with a  d isc u ss io n  of the  
d iffe re n c es  b e tw e e n  talking a n d  poetry ; c lo su re  h e re  ta k e s  th e  form  o f a  th em a tic  fram e. 
In th e  beg in n in g  of th e  p iece , th e  d iscu ssio n  ta k e s  th e  form of a  d istinction b e tw e en  
"telling" a n d  "writing" (or, a s  Antin c a lls  bo th , "mything"} while a t  th e  en d in g  the  
d isc u ss io n  ta k e s  th e  form  of a  d istinction  b e tw e e n  " in terrup tab le"  a n d  "un in te rrup tab le"  
d isc o u rse . F u rtherm ore , th e  s tru c tu re  of the  talk  p o em  is g e n e ra te d  by a  d ia lec tic  of 
h y p o th e s e s  a n d  ex am p les  th a t o rb it th e  com m on c e n te r  of w hat Antin is doing th ere  
(talking o r poe try ). D esp ite  th e  a s s e r tio n s  Antin re so r ts  to, th is talk  d o e s  not provide 
defin ite  a n s w e rs :  th e  e x a m p le s  only su p p o rt th e  h y p o th e se s . B ut, in turning tow ard his 
a u d ie n c e , l is ten e rs  an d  re a d e rs , with a  rhetorical invitation to  s p e a k  n e a r  th e  conc lu sion
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of th e  talk  p o em , Antin re p e a ts  a  s tra teg y  c h a ra c te r is tic  of p o e m s  a s  d iv e rse  a s  
B a u d e la ire 's  "To the  R ead e r"  a n d  W ordsw orth ’s  "Tintern Abbey."
C lo su re  is a lso  e ffec ied  th roughou t th e  talk . For all its sw eep in g  sp e cu la tiv e  pow er, 
"what am  i do ing  h e re"  n e v e r  s tra y s  far from  its cen tra l motif: m otion , m o v em en t a n d  
inertia. A nd e a c h  tim e th is  motif g e ts  p lay ed  o u t in o n e  of its v a ria tio n s , th e  talk  itself 
a c q u ire s  a n o th e r  a rc ; it sp ira ls  tow ard  p rofundity  a n d  sublim ity (S a y re 's  new  
ep iphany ). A nd h e re , a s  e ls e w h e re , w hat b rings th e  interita  of th is  sp ira ling  to  a  s to p  is 
no t a n  in terrup ting  fo rce  from  w ithout b u t Antin h im self--just a t  th e  m o m en t he  
inv ites a u d ie n c e  p a rtic ip a tio n .
*  *  *
In th e  title p oem  of th is  collection Antin s a y s  th a t h is w ork is  no  lo n g er confined  to 
th e  fie lds o f e ith e r  "a  p o e t a  linguist an  a r t  critic . . .  a  poem  a  criticism  an  
investiga tion  b u t so m eh o w  lying / b e tw e e n  them  o r on  th e ir b o rd e rs ."42 if, a s  H arold 
Bloom h a s  sa id , e v e ry  p o em  is implicitly a  criticism  of a  p re c u rs o r  p o e m , th en  insofar 
a s  th e s e  ta lk s , them atica lly  a n d  form ally, function a s  c ritiques  of n o rm ativ e  poetry , 
th e s e  ta lk s a re  p o e m s th a t h a v e  ex ten d ed  th e  limits of w hat it m e a n s  to b e  a  poem . T h e s e  
ta lk s o ften  reflec t upon  their ow n onto logical a n d  ep istem olog ica l s ta tu s ;  th ey  function a s  
p ro se  c r itiq u e s  a s  th ey  p a ro d y  a n d  po lem icize: p rec ise ly  th e  c h a ra c te r is tic s  Perioff 
iden tifies with p o s tm o d e rn is t a rt in g e n e ra l.43 W hat is innovative a b o u t th e s e  talks is 
th a t th e ir title s  o ften  b e c o m e  th e  explicit su b je c t-m a tte r  u n d e r  d isc u ss io n .
N e v e r th e le s s , 1 think Antin m a k e s  too  m uch  of th e  title 's g e n e s is , e sp ec ia lly  w hen  h e  
o p p o s e s  th a t p ro c e s s  to how  th e  titles of norm al p o e m s  g e t  though t up . T h e  d istinctions 
be tw een  th e  two p ro c e s s e s  b e c o m e  a n a lo g o u s  to the  w ay s talks a n d  p o e m s  a re  m ade: "as  a  
p o e t i /  w a s  getting  ex trem ely  tired of w hat i c o n s id e red  an  u n n a tu ra l /  lan g u a g e  a c t 
going into a  c lo s e t  so  to s p e a k  sitting in /  front of a  typew riter b e c a u s e  anyth ing  is 
p o ss ib le  in a  c lo s e t  /  in front of a  typew riter a n d  nothing is n e c e s s a ry ." 44 If n e c e ss ity  is 
a n o th e r  n a m e  for c lo su re , th en  it is only in a  c lo se t th a t o n e  m ight c ircum ven t the
m eta p h y s ic s  of th e  n e c e s s a ry . Antin s a y s  th is bu t d o e s  not s e e  it, a  c la s s ic  exam p le  of d e  
M an ’s  B lin d n e ss  _ a n d _ ln s ia iil  (1971). For A ntin. p o ssib ility --freed o m --is  u n n a tu ra l; 
h e  is co rrec t. Only m eta p h y s ic s  can  define  the  natu ra l. T h e  unnatu ra l b re e d s  o p e n n e ss , 
d isc o v e ry , invention. I d e libera te ly  em ploy  th e  w ords th a t Antin u s e d  le s s  th an  five 
y e a r s  prior to th e  pub lication  of Talking to  th e  B o u n d a rie s  to explain  w hy he  didn't 
in co rp o ra te  public r e s p o n s e s  into his ta lks. T h en , it w a s  in th e  n a m e  of freedom , 
invention  a n d  d iscovery . Antin h a s  ap p aren tly  su b m itted  to  th e  n e c e s s ity  of keep ing  th e  
a u d ie n c e  "shu t o u t” e v e n  if its p re s e n c e  "in fluences” th e  ta lks in which it d o e s  not 
p a r ta k e : "i w a s  seek in g  a n  o c c as io n  for th e  /  kind o f talking I w an ted  to do"46 I g ran t 
Antin th e  d ifferen t e ffe c ts , difficulties a n d  rew a rd s  o f com position  in th e  p re s e n c e  of an  
a u d ie n c e . S o  w h a t?  Talking on  the  te le p h o n e , writing le tte rs , blind da tin g , a n d  walking 
to a  p a rk  a re  a s  n a tu ra l a s  conversing  a t  th e  d in n er tab le . A nd if by n a tu ra l Antin only 
m e a n s  n o rm a l- th a t  is, co n v en tio n a l, q u o tid ia n - th e n  how  c a n  a n y o n e  ca ll s tan d in g  up  
in a n  aud ito rium , turning o n  a  ta p e  reco rd e r, a n d  ram bling on  for thirty m in u tes  o r s o  
o n  a p p a re n tly  b iza rre  non  se q u itu rs  n a tu ra l?  O n th is b a s is , th e  n e o ro m an tic  poetry  
Antin a t ta c k s  is  na tu ra l, if only  m e ta p h y s ic s  c a n  de fin e  th e  natu ra l, th e  q u es tio n  h e re  is 
th e  s o u rc e  of A ntin 's in v es tm e n t in the  natu ra l.
In "w hat am  i doing h e re ,"  Antin co n c lu d e s  th e  "candy" a n e c d o te  with th e s e  s ta te m e n ts : 
"i c o n te m p la te  th e  s c e n e  /  th e  d e b a c le  which i d idn 't /  invent i h a te  inventing an d  i h a te  
im ag ina tion  th is sto ry  w a s  /  told m e y e s te rd a y  i a s s u r e  you."46 T h e  s incerity  of 
p la in sp e a k : su ch  is o n e  s o u rc e  of A ntin 's investm en t in th e  natu ra l, in ta lk s tha t a re  not 
"poetry" a lthough  he  h a s  a lre a d y  told u s  "all talking is poetry ." Antin a rgues* -bu t no, 
a rg u m e n t is artifice. Antin s p e a k s  a g a in s t invention a n d  im agination  b e c a u s e  th e s e  g ive 
rise  to  th e  accum ulation  of a  know ledge th a t d o m in a te s  th e  world w h o se  e x is ten ce  it 
th re a te n s . H e d o e s  so  in a  wonderfully inventive m ode. He d o e s  so  in th e  form of the  te te - 
a-t&t&, a s su r in g  his a u d ie n c e  of h is sincerity . If he  is lying, inventing , im agining 
th in g s , h is  lis ten e rs  c a n  re a d  it in his e y e s , h is g e s tu re s ,  h e a r  it in th e  tim bre of his
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v o ice . But th e re 's  a  p rob lem . L ater, while d isc u ss in g  his long-lost friend 's  
p sy ch o lo g ica l p ro b lem s, Antin adm its  th a t h e 's  forgetful; he  c a n 't  reca ll if he  o r his 
friend d ro v e  A ntin 's c a r  into tow n.47 S ince  Antin h a s  told h is a u d ie n c e  th a t h e  can 't 
reca ll w ho  w a s  driving, a n d  s in c e  th ey  m ay b e  a b le  to  tell by h is p o s tu re , g e s tu re s , e y e  
co n ta c t, o r  w h a te v e r  th a t h e 's  telling th e  truth o r  lying. I m ean , th a t 's  th e  point of the  
te te -a - te te ;  w e  c a n  i&U if h e 's  telling th e  tru th  o r  lying, righ t?  S o  it's  no t a  q u e s tio n  of 
h is  sincerity  for u s. But w h a t if h e 's  forgetful? G o tten  d e ta ils  m ixed u p ?  G etting  a  
s to ry 's  d e ta ils  m ixed up  a n d  in ten tionally  ly in g -c a n  th e  lis ten e rs  m ak e  d istinc tions 
h e re ?  Isn 't th e  resu lt the  s a m e  re g a rd le s s?  If d e ta ils  h av e  b e e n  fo rgo tten  o r m ixed up, 
th en , in sp ite  of h is p ro fe s se d  h a tre d  of invention an d  im agination, Antin h a s  in fact 
inven ted  an d  im agined.
T he  prohibition a g a in s t invention  an d  im agination  ru n s  th ro u g h o u t A ntin 's w ork. As 
talk  p o e m s  like "gam bling," "currency" a n d  "rea l e s ta te ,"  all from  T u n in g , ind ica te , 
invention a n d  im agination a lw ay s  p re su p p o se  a  h ierarchy  b e tw e en  a n y  two nego tia to rs: 
s p e a k e r  a n d  lis tener, w inner a n d  lo ser, se lle r  a n d  buy er, do llar a n d  y e n . S in ce  th e re  is 
no  e s c a p e  from  th e  m arke t (for it is so m eth in g  in th e  m arke t th a t is b e in g  nego tia ted ), 
tun ing , the  p ro c e s s  of com ing a s  c lo se  a s  p o ss ib le  to u nders tand ing  th e  o ther, is th e  b e s t 
a n d , for Antin, m o st e th ical form  o f in teracting  with o th e r  p eo p le . T his is w hy the  te s t 
of sincerity  is s o  im portan t to  A ntin 's p ro ject. B ut ag a in : How c a n  th e  lis ten e r know 
w h e th e r  s o m e  d e ta ils  h av e  b e e n  forgotten  o r intentionally  s u p p re s s e d ?  A nd w h a t abou t 
m e, only a  r e a d e r  of Antin's w ork? I can 't s e e  h is  face  o r g e s tu re s , y e t w h en  he 
tra n sc rib e s  from  the  ta p e  th e  p h ra s e  "i a s s u re  you," w hy shou ld  I b e  a s s u re d  by th e s e  
w ords a lo n e ?  If Antin re sp o n d s  th a t my skep tic ism  is a  c o n s e q u e n c e  of th e  alienating  
e ffe c ts  o f co n cern in g  m yself with written tex ts , th e n  I re sp o n d : w hy pub lish  your ta lk s?  
If s incerity  a n d  n a tu ra ln e s s  d e p e n d  on th e  te te -a - te te , th en  w hy th is  po ten tia lly  
in s in c e re  a n d  un n a tu ra l a c t of pub lica tion?  W hy subm it to th is n o n -n e c e s s ity ?
Antin v ac illa tes  be tw een  b a d  faith and , I su p p o se , good  faith. A g re a t  d e a l of the  b ad
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faith is ev iden t w hen  h e  ta lk s  ag a in s t h is ow n e x p re s s e d  d e s ire s , w h en  h e  s a y s  m ore  th an  
h e  know s, w hen  b e  b e lie v es  h e 's  do ing  m ore  th an  h e  really is do ing . At o n e  point in this 
ta lk  h e  a s s u m e s  th a t " b e c a u s e  th is talk  w a s  s p o n s o re d  by a  library an  art / d e p a rtm e n t 
a n d  a n  eng lish  d e p a rtm e n t w ere  on a  b o u n d a ry  o r a t  th e  in te rsec tio n  of th ree  b o u n d a rie s  
s o  th e re  is no  o p p o rtu n ity  for s h o p  talk."48 B oth  b e f o r e - a s  t a lk - a n d  a f te r - -a s  b o o k -  
th e re  is  in d eed  s h o p  talk , p e rh a p s  not th e  s h o p  talk  only o f lib raries , only of a rt 
d e p a r tm e n ts , o r only of E nglish  d e p a rtm e n ts , b u t the  S h o p  T alk com m on  to all th re e : the  
n a tu re  a n d  theory  of a rt a n d  com m unication  a n d  their p ro p ag a tio n . No doub t Antin 
w ish e s  for, o r  im ag in es  th e re  is, an  in te llec tua l com m unity  o u ts id e  th e  a c a d e m y  (for 
A ntin, s h o p  talk  = a c a d e m ic  jargon). But to d ay , fo rtunate ly  o r  unfortunate ly , th o se  
in te llec tual co m m u n ities  b ey o n d  th e  un iversity  a re  founded  a n d /o r  p o p u la te d  by th o se  
tra in e d  in th e  un iversity  a n d  its c o g n a te s  (learn ing  c e n te rs ,  w riting re so u rc e s , re tre a t  
lo c a le s , etc .) O n th e  o th e r  hand , Antin d o e s , a t  o th e r tim es , rec o g n ize  the  lim itations of 
th is  p ro jec t a n d  c o n tra s ts  th e s e  with Ihe p re te n tio u s  c e rta in tie s  th a t th e  book te n d s  to 
evoke:
o n e  of th e  r e a s o n s  i'm talking ra th e r  th an  read ing  /  is th a t i don 't w an t to carry  
a n y  m ore  w eight th an  talk th a t is /  th is  is a s  true o r  a s  im portan t a s  it is a n d  a s  
it s o u n d s  a n d  f its  no  tru e r a n d  its n o t any  heav ie r if i p u t it in p a ra g ra p h s  it 
w ou ldn 't b e c o m e  tru e r  o r m ore  im portan t it would look tru e r  /  an d  its no t a  lie 
w h a t i’m say in g  i a s s u re  you to th e  e x te n t /  that i c a n  a s s u r e  you i'm not lying 
but th e  ex ten t of my t  a s s u ra n c e  is n o t tha t its going to  b e  true  b e c a u s e  w h e th e r  / 
w h a t im say ing  is tru e  or no t d e p e n d s  o n  w h e th er im right a n d  i /  have  no 
a s s u ra n c e  of t h a t ^
This re sp e c t for w h a t rem ain s  ou tside  o n e 's  s p h e re  of u n d e rs tan d in g  an d  know ledge 
a lso , a n d  especially , a p p lie s  to  p eop le . O n e  of th e  m ost fasc inating  s to ries  he re  revo lves  
a ro u n d  th e  eccen tric itie s  of A ntin 's a u n t a n d  h e r  re fu sa ls  to m ove o r do  anything. Antin 
carefu lly  in te rw e av e s  h is  narra tive  of h e r  id io sy n c ra s ie s  w ith a .d is c u s s io n  of the
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ph ilo soph ica l p ro b lem s of tran sla tio n . H e correctly  n o te s  th a t th e  fu n d am en ta l function 
a n d  p rob lem  of tra n s la to rs  is tran sla ting  w h a t is m e a n in g le s s  to o th e rs  into w h a t is 
m eaningfu l to th em . T h is m e a n s  tha t w hich is beyond  m e ta p h y s ic s  m u st b e  re e le d  in, 
c a p tu re d  in th e  orbit of u n d ers tan d in g . A ntin 's aun t, w ho d o e s  noth ing , who d o e s  no t 
w ork , h a s  a lre ad y  re fu se d  m e ta p h y s ic s : s h e  is n e ith e r  ill no r well, s a n e  o r  in sa n e --sh e  
is "simply" u n d e c id e a b ie . But Antin, w ho  is " transla ting  aga in  . . . telling w h a t [he] 
th inkjs] s h e 's  say ing ,"  is do ing  th e  w ork of m e ta p h y s ic s . T h e  orig inal tran s la to r, h e  is 
tu rn ing  h e r e x is te n c e  into life, h e r  re fu sa ls  into n a rra tiv e . And yet, ju st a s  Antin is 
a b o u t to d e liver th e  final h e rm e n eu tic  c o u p , tell u s  w h a t all th is  really  "m ean s,"  h e  
b a c k s  aw ay . H e h o n o rs  h e r d iffe ren ce : "i think its im portan t for you  not /  to  u n d e rs ta n d  
m y a u n t."50
To talk a t the  b o u n d a rie s : th is "at" m e a n s  both  d irec ted  tow ard  a n d  lo ca ted  th ere . 
Antin ta lks tow ard  th e  p lac e  he  is no t qu ite  a t: th e  E nglish  D ep artm en t, the  art 
d e p a r tm e n t, th e  library. But b e c a u s e  th is  talk  still ta lk s  th e  ta lk  com m on  to th e  tri­
in stitu te  a re a , it rem a in s  b o u n d e d  by their b o rd e rs . M oreover, m o st of th is talk 
rem a in s  b o u n d ed  by th e  b o rd ers  of th e  English d e p a rtm e n t: th e re 's  s h o p  talk an d  th en  
th e re 's  sh o p  talk. C lo su re  is e ffec ted  on  se v e ra l fronts. T hem atically , c lo su re  is e ffec ted  
from  s ta r t to finish s in c e  th e  motif o f tran sla tio n  a n d  u n d e rs tan d in g  d o m in a te s  th e  talk. 
A nd y e t, d e s p ite  its th e s is , th is  ta lk  rem a in s  "crea tive" ra th e r  th an  "scholarly" s in c e  
n o n e  of the  h y p o th e s e s  o r re fe re n c e s  a re  su b jec t to evaluation  a n d  au thoriza tion  by 
re a d e rs  o r l is ten e rs . P e rh a p s  this to o  only u n d erlin es  th e  im portance  of th e  e th o s  of 
s incerity . A nd b e c a u s e  th is talk  d o e s  not circle back  to its beg in n in g s, b e c a u s e  it is a  
s e r ie s  of ever-d iffering  v a ria tio n s  on  a  th e m e , th e re  w ould b e  no w ay  for a  lis ten e r to 
know  w hen  Antin w a s  "finished." "Talking a t th e  B oundaries"  rem a in s  o p en  a t its ow n 
b o rd e r .
*  *  •
"is th is th e  right p lace"  would s e e m  to  p rom ise  a  ce rta in  o p e n n e s s  from th e  o u tse t, a
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s e n s e  th a t th is  talk  cou ld  g o  on a n d  on  indefinitely, w ithout c lo su re . T h e  implicit th em e  
A ntin sp in s  h is  sp ira l of v a ria tio n s  on  is th e  illusion o f final p rep a ra tio n , th e  belief that 
o n e  c a n  in fact b e c o m e  finally p re p a re d  for anyth ing . A s u su a l, th e  title a n d  th e s is  a re  
g e n e ra te d  during  Antin’s  trip to th e  location  of the  talk , "is th is  th e  right p lace"  is 
p re d ic a te d  on  th e  se n sa tio n  th a t a r is e s  w hen  o n e  rea lize s  th a t psycho log ical d is ta n c e  
p lay s  a  g re a te r  ro le  in o u r  s e n s e  of travel tim e than  g eo g ra p h ica l d is ta n c e . Not only do 
fam iliar p la c e s  feel "closer"  to u s  th an  unfam iliar o n e s , b u t unfam iliar p la c e s  o ften  
lea v e  u s  with th e  se n sa tio n  th a t w e  n e v e r  arrive  th e re , th a t w e  a re  a lw ays a b o u t to g e t 
th e re . A rm ed with th is  com m on  an d  p ro found  insight, Antin d ep lo y s  driving a s  a  
m e ta p h o r  for p rep a ra tio n , th e  w ay  o n e  su p p o sed ly  a rrives  a t  so m e  d e s tin a tio n  in o n e 's  
l if e :
p e o p le  w ho  c o m e  to co lleg es  a re  th e re  with e x p e c ta tio n s  / so m e  kind of 
e x p e c ta tio n s  th e re s  a  tra n s ie n t quality  to a  /  co lleg e  y o u 're  th e re  in so m e  
p rep a ra tio n a l s ta le  a n d  its no t /  entirely  c le a r  w h a t tea c h in g  in a  c o lle g e  is e ither 
a s  fa r a s  im /co n ce rn ed  its n e ith e r  c le a r  w hat te a c h in g  in a  co lleg e  is no r /  is it 
c le a r  w h a t learn ing  in a  co llege  is or a ttend ing  a  c o lleg e  is."
A few  lines dow n Antin c o n fe s s e s  tha t h e 's  "alw ays h a d  th is fea r  th a t e x p e rie n c e  
p re p a re s  you for w h a t will /  n e v e r  h a p p e n  a g a in / s i  T his le a d s  into a  d isc u ss io n  of how 
w e  te n d  to c o n s id e r  so m e  e v e n ts  a s  "experiences"  a n d  o th e r  e v e n ts  a s  n o n -ex p e rien ces , 
th e  fo rm er justified  by w h a t m oral w e  c a n  ex trac t from  th e m . T his p rac tic e  is finally 
d e lu so ry , th o u g h  n o t a lw ay s trag ic;
a n d  your definition of the  real h a s  a  lot to do  with yo u r f notion of w h a t a n  
e x p e rie n c e  sh o u ld  b e  b e c a u s e  your definition /  o f  th e  rea l is m ore  like a  ho p e  
a b o u t th in g s  th a t shou ld  p rove to  b e  /  rea l th e  rea l is like a  construc tion  
som eth in g  th a t you /  build p iece  by p iece  a n d  th en  it falls on  you o r  you /  m ove 
into it a n d  th en  y o u 're  so rry  o r  y o u 're  d e lig h te d ss  
I re a d  Antin h e re  a s  d isc u ss in g  o u r d e s ire  for c lo su re , for a  h o u se  of reality built up ou t
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of o u r  p re c o n c e p tio n s  a n d  an tic ipations. But th e  h o u s e  is n e v e r  co m p le ted ; it rem a in s  
o p e n  to  su n  an d  rain , friend a n d  foe. F o r h o p e  is w hat k e e p s  o p e n  a  fu ture w e c a n  only 
im ag ine  a s  hav ing  n e v e r  arrived:
a n d  i rea lized  h e  h a d  p re p a re d  his life h e  h a d  a  /  terrifically p re p a re d  life an d  
h e  w a s  w aiting  for it to beg in  /  a n d  I k ep t feeling  it w ould  b e  in teresting  for him 
to  h a v e  a s k e d  /  if it w a s  th e  right p la c e  for it to beg in  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s  a w a re  /  
th a t th e  p la c e  h e  w a s  a t w as  not th e  p lace  w h e re  it w a s  beg inn ing  /  a n d  h e  w a s  
w aiting fo r so m eth in g  to h a p p e n  
G iven o u r seem in g ly  con trad icto ry  d e s ire s  for c lo su re  a n d  o p e n n e s s ,  for secu rity  a n d  
a d v e n tu re , little w o n d e r  w e  often  con found  o u r ow n a ttem p ts  to g e t  a  grip on ou r lives.
Is it o u r  s e n s e  of w h a t w e  a s s u m e  to  b e  an  irreducible division b e tw e e n  life and  d e a th  
th a t le a d s  u s  to  fo resta ll o u r  a c c e p ta n c e  of c lo su re , of limits, th a t th is  life is o u r only 
life? "no m a tte r  w h e re  you  a re  it /  isn t th e  right p lace  b e c a u s e  its no t th e  right tim e 
th e  w hole  /  fee ling  is y o u 're  getting  rea d y  for som eth in g  y o u 're  a lw ay s /  getting  
re a d y ." 53
At s ta k e  h e re  is th e  notion of a  p re s e n t th a t w e  c a n  finally arrive a t ev en  a s  o u r  own 
d e s ire s  look b e y o n d  th a t  p lace  w e n e v e r  re a c h  anyw ay. In T uning  Antin exp lo res this 
notion in a  p ie c e  app ro p ria te ly  en titled  "how long is th e  p re se n t."  Antin tells  u s  th a t "in 
looking a t  my ow n b o o k  a n d  feeling / tha t a s  i look i lo se  my s e n s e  of th e  p re se n t m y 
s e n s e  /  of th e  p re s e n t  d is in teg ra te s  for m e  a s  i read ."5* Unlike talking, which g iv es  o n e  
th e  illusion of a  v o ice  p re se n t to itself in all its im m ediacy , read in g  d e fe rs  m ean ing  a n d  
u n d ers tan d in g : s o  g o e s  the  D erridean a c co u n t of th is p h en o m en o n . T o  a sk  "how long is 
th e  p re se n t"  is to  h a v e  a lre ad y  idea lized  tem porality  a s  an  in s ta n t th a t is quantifiab le  
e v e n  a s  th e  notion  of quantification d e s tro y s  th e  b a s is  on which a n  instan t m ight ex ist. 
R ead in g  d e s tro y s  th e  illustion of a  p re s e n t o r in s tan t u n d e r th e  fo rce  of tem porality : "i 
d o n 't h a v e  f  a  s e n s e  of th e  p re se n t w hen  i look a t my book a n d  h a v e  to  /  rea d  it."55 E ven  
th e  id ea  of th e  p re s e n t  a s  a  purely p h en o m en o lo g ica l co n s tru c t is n o t invulnerable to  the
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p r e s s u r e s  of tem p o ra lity :
i w a s  holding /  cam pari an d  s o d a  in m y h a n d  a n d  feeling t h e ! m oistu re  on  the  
g la s s  a n d  th e  slight c o o ln e s s  from th e  /  ice an d  I sa id  is this the  p re se n t it w as 
very  /  unconvincing  it w a sn t th e re  w a s n t e n o u g h  p re s s u re  / in it too  m any  
th ings p re s s e d  upon it a n d  into it th e re  /  w ere  too  m any co m in g s a n d  g o in g s of 
th in g s  in to  it.se
B ack to "is th is  th e  right p lace ."  It is not long befo re  Antin c o n fe s s e s  tha t he  too  w as  
c a u g h t up  in th e  d re a m  of so m e  ab o u t-to -b e  b e fo re  h e  rea lized  tha t life w as  p rec isely  the 
s ta te  of be ing  c a u g h t up  in th e  flux of the  a b o u t-to -b e :
i h a d  b e e n  doing  certa in  kinds of pho tog raph ing  /  sa y  a n d  m aking ce rta in  k inds of 
so u n d tra c k s  a n d  doing  so m e  ( kinds of p e rfo rm an ces  w hich i h a d  though t would 
b e  getting  m e read y  to do  som eth ing  e ls e  an d  they didn't g e t m e  ready  /  a n d  then  
i w a s  do ing  re se a rc h in g  a n d  it tu rned  o u t th a t the  re se a rc h in g  itself w a s  
som eth ing  i h a d  b e e n  studying th ings /  a n d  th e  studying w a s  itself som eth ing  for 
no  re a s o n  / th e  s tudy ing  itself w a s  in te re s tin g 57 
T h is  is th e  fam iliar p o s tm o d ern is t ed ic t of p ro c e s s , a n d  a s  I a rg u e d  a t  the  o u tse t  of this 
e s s a y ,  both  W ordsw orth ian  an d  W hitm an esq u e  p ro c e s s e s  link up in th e  O lsonian  c o n c ep t 
o f o p e n  form  a n d  th e  valorization  of th e  o b jec ts  a t  h a n d . For Antin, it is the  inability to 
ta k e  se riously  p ro c e s s , o p e n n e s s  an d  the  thing a t  h a n d  that m arks th e  p ro p o n en ts  of 
p rep a ra tio n : "and  th is  inability to tak e  se rio u s ly  th is s tra n g e  /  s e n s e  tha t you c a n t take 
se rio u sly  anything th a t is a t h an d  is o n e  / of th e  g re a t  w e a k n e s s e s  of th e  theory  of 
p re p a ra tio n ." 58 B ut Antin h im self falls p rey  to th e  theory  of p rep a ra tio n  w hen  h e  
e s se n tia l iz e s  th e  c o n c e p t a n d  links it to print, tex ts , books:
writing is a  form  of fossilized  talking . . .  a  frozen  food /  c o n ta in e r  ca lled  a  book  
but on the  o th e r  h an d  if you don 't know  how  to h and le  th a t frozen  food co n ta in er 
th a t icy b lock  will n e v e r  /  turn  b ack  in to  talking a n d  if it will n e v e r  tu rn  b a c k  
into talking /  it will n ev er be  any  u s e  to  you  ag a in 58
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O n e  is a lm o st sh o c k e d  by  th is reg re ssio n  to a  "p re"-deconstruc tion  v iew  of the  
re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  talking a n d  writing by  a  m an  w ho, m ak e  no  m istake , is w ell-read .
Amin e n d s  th is talk  with a  d iscu ss io n  of th e  link b e tw e e n  p rep a ra tio n , p o rn o g rap h y  
a n d  re p re se n ta tio n , a  th e s is  which h a s  g e n e ra te d  c o n tro v e rsy  in fem inist film th eo ry  an d  
o th e r  p la c e s . P rep ara tio n  a s  p roduct g e ls  linked to  p o rn o g rap h y  for th e  s a m e  re a so n  
rep re se n ta tio n  d o e s :  all th re e  ten d  to invoke e sse n tia lism . T h u s  Antin is led  to the  
u n e a s y  b u t logical co n c lu s io n  th a t "m aybe  it is th a t th e  c h a ra c te r is tic  of an  /  a rtist is 
th e  gift o f be ing  rea d y  to  d o  som eth ing  for w hich you 're  no t /  p rep a re d ,"  A ntin 's w ay  of 
trying to  p ro tec t th e  a rtis t from  th e  c h a rg e  o f p o rn o g ra p h e r ( b e c a u s e  h e  re p re s e n ts ,  
b e c a u s e  h e  p re p a re s ) . But if th e re  is n o  possib ility  of b e ing  finally p re p a re d , a n d  th u s  
no  final re p re se n ta tio n , p o rn o g rap h y  is th a t w hich o n e  m ay  a tte m p t to  p ro d u ce  b u t n e v e r  
s u c c e e d  in producing . P o rnog raphy  w ould th en  b e  a  m oral c a te g o ry  tha t no h u m an  a c t 
cou ld  e v e r  fill. T h u s w h en  Antin w rites th a t
th e re s  no p lac e  a t w hich i can  e n d  /  it w ithout p roducing  a  kind of profoundly  
po rnog raph ic  p o e tic  effect which i a s s u r e  you i c a n  d o  i cou ld  p ro d u ce  a  v a s t 
sym phon ic  co n c lu sio n  an d  you m ight w alk  out feeling  b en e fitted  /  bu t i w ont do  
it® o
he  d o e s  w h a t h e  h a s  ju s t sa id  h e  w ouldn't d o . T h e  anti-clim ax is o n e  of th e  o ld es t poetic  
d e v ic e s  o f c lo su re . I h a v e  only read  th is l in e -n o t  h e a rd  Antin s p e a k  i t-b u t  I c a n n o t 
be lieve  it did not h av e  th e  s a m e  d ram atic  e ffec t on  its l is ten e rs . A s e r ie s  of cond itiona ls  
follow ed by  a  n eg a tiv e  d ec la ra tion : how  cou ld  this not b e  a s  d ram a tic  a s  the  falling of a  
c u rta in ?  F u rth e rm o re , th e  la s t two p a g e s  o f th is talk  a re  sy m p h o n ic  in in tensity  
b e c a u s e  Antin b rin g s  to g e th e r ?  num ber o f c o n c e p ts  like re p re se n ta tio n , p o rn o g rap h y , 
a n d  p rep a ra tio n  h e re to fo re  d isc u s s e d  s e p a ra te ly . C lo su re  is a c h ie v e d  not on ly  form ally 
but a lso  them atically . Irony s u rfa c e s  in th e  form  of a n  an tithe tica l re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  
say in g  ("but i w ont d o  it") a n d  doing (Antin in fact d o e s  e n d  th e  p ie c e  d ram atically).
~ T h is d iffe rence  b e tw e en  sa y in g  an d  doing is roughly a n a lo g o u s  to th e  d ilem m a
171
(ety  m o logically, "two p ro p o sitio n s  or a ssu m p tio n s" )  of th o s e  w ho p re p a re  for som eth ing
to b eg in  w ithout rea liz ing  th a t th a t so m e th in g  b e g a n  with p rep a ra tio n .
*  *  *
"the socio logy  of art" o p e n s  with a  recitation of id e a s  a n d  su b je c ts  c o v e re d  in o ther 
ta lk s  in th is  co llection . T h is  talk  o p e n s  itself up  to  o th e r  ta lks; th is  in tertexuality  p lays  
b a c k  a n d  forth, form ally o p en in g  up  th e  q u e s tio n  of th e  re la tionsh ip s  b e tw e e n  the  talks. 
T hem atica lly , d ia lo g u e  is  e s ta b lish e d  b e tw e e n  th is talk  a n d  o th e rs  in te rm s  of th e  
opposition  of th e  so -c a lle d  tem p o ra l a r ts  to  th e  sp a tia l o n e s . Form ally, th e  in tertex tuai 
o p e n n e s s  of the  talk  p a v e s  th e  w ay for th e  them atic  c lo su re  of the  s p e e c h  /  writing 
d e b a te , c lo se d  b e c a u s e  it is b o u n d ed  on all s id e s  by the  c o n c e p ts  of s p a c e  a n d  tim e. In 
sh o rt, A ntin re s u rre c ts  th e  e ith e r/o r m odel of logic criticized  by J a c q u e s  D errida  in h is 
d e c o n stru c tio n  of e s se n tia iis t  th e m e s  in H usserl, H e id eg g er a n d  H egel.
Antin s p e n d s  m uch  of th e  first tw en ty  p a g e s  of " the  socio logy  of art" relating draw ing, 
writing a n d  spatia lity  to  inflexibility w hile rem e m b e rin g , sp e ak in g  a n d  tem porality  a re  
re la te d  to  flexibility. If it is  true  th a t "a  's to ry ' is n e v e r  p re se n t all a t  o n c e "  b e c a u s e  
"its /  b eg inn ing  a n d  e n d  c a n t b e  su rv ey ed  a t th e  s a m e  tim e," the  s a m e  thing cou ld  b e  sa id  
for all re p re se n ta tio n s , including m a p s  a n d  d raw ings. T h e  "isolated  a n d  b o u n d e d  con tex t 
of a  d raw ing  o r m ap" is a n  illusion p ro p a g a te d  by th e  idealization of c lo s u r e .^  O ne can 
a lw ay s  s e e  a  d ifferen t form  o r  a rra n g e m e n t of any  p a rticu la r thing o r th in g s  within, 
s a y , a  m ap  o r  draw ing . T h e s e  a rt form s a re  a s  indefin ite, o p e n  a n d  fluid a s  storytelling, 
talk ing  o r  re m e m b e r in g .6 2
Antin re la te s  an  a n e c d o te  a b o u t a n  a n e c d o te  h e  told h is wife. He a sk s  h e r  so m e  time 
a fte r  to  recall sp ec ified  d e ta ils  from th e  a n e c d o te . N ot surprisingly , h e r  a c c u ra c y  
d e g e n e ra te s  with th e  p a ss in g  of tim e. Eventually s h e  b e g in s  to c re a te , inven t an d  im agine 
d e ta ils  th a t w ere  n e v e r  p re s e n t  in th e  original a n e c d o te . T h e  flexibility of recall is 
m e a n t to  s ta n d  a s  a n  e x am p le  of w h a t th e  frozen sterility of writings, m a p s  a n d  draw ing 
c a n  n e v e r  h o p e  to em u la te . W hat Antin fo rge ts  is tha t th e re  a re  lo ts of m a p s  a n d
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d raw in g s  of th e  s a m e  thing, lots of w ritings a b o u t th e  s a m e  thing; they  c h a n g e  e a c h  time 
th ey  a re  d raw n  o r w ritten . M oreover, m a p s , d raw ing  a n d  w ritings c a n  b e  re a d  by 
d ifferen t p e o p le , in d ifferen t c irc u m sta n c e s , e tc . R em em bering  a n d  d raw ing  a re  two 
m o d e s  of th e  s a m e  p h e n o m e n o n --p e rce p tio n --an d  bo th  a re  u n s ta b le , fluid a n d  partial. 
T h e re  is no  w ay to  p o sit o n e  a s  prior to  th e  o th e r  o n  an y  b a s is -c e r ta in ly  not a  
te m p o ra l/sp a tia l o n e - e x c e p t  by invoking s o m e  m e ta p h y s ic a l "ground."
Antin g o e s  on  to a rg u e  th a t writing is "an  a ttem p t to o v e rco m e  th e  d e fic ien c ies  of t the 
h u m a n . " 6 3  W ell, y e s  a n d  no . Writing a tte m p ts  to o v e rc o m e  th e  "defic iencies of /  th e  
hum an" in th e  s e n s e  th a t it e x te n d s  th e  c o n c e p t of th e  h um an . W hich is to s a y : writing 
c ritic izes th e  "naturalistic" c o n c ep t of th e  h u m an  a s  th a t w hich e n d s  a t  its o u te r  skin.
But a s s u m e  th e  h u m an  is only th is "norm al" idea . Do n o t sp eak in g  a n d  rem em bering  
a tte m p t to  o v e rco m e  th e  lim itations of th is  h u m an ?  If to  b e  hum an  is to  b e  a lw ays dying, 
th en  fo rgetting  a n d  letting g o  is h u m an  while recalling  a n d  holding on a re  a tte m p ts  to 
c o m p e n s a te  for th a t dy ing . All form s of h u m an  co m m u n ica tio n  implicitly affirm 
historicity by  their e ffo rts  to  tra n sc e n d  it in s o m e  form . N or c a n  Antin w ork up a  
c re d ib le  d istinction  b e tw e e n  w h a t he  c a lls  tex tua l " e ra su re "  a n d  o ra l "obliteration," 
tex tu a l "length" a n d  o ra l "energy":
it is th is  'c o n s tru c te d ' literal form  w hich re q u ire s  th e  m ec h a n i/c a l o p e ra tio n s  of 
e ra s u re  a n d  excision  th e  only w ay  you can  /  g e t  rid of an  o b jec t is to d es tro y  it 
b u t a n  oral p o e m  h a s  no / su ch  p roblem  if you tak e  a  w rong turn  m ake  a  fa lse  
s ta r t  /  you c a n t 'e r a s e ' it bu t you  c a n  rec o v e r a n d  you c a n  o b lit-/e ra te  it from 
m em oryS4
First, w ho  is th is "you" th a t  c a n  s o  e a sily  o b lite ra te  a  w rong turn  or fa lse  s ta r t?  T he 
lis te n e r?  T h e  s p e a k e r?  W ho h a s  th e  p o w e r to ob lite ra te  h is m em ory  by w illpow er 
a lo n e  (ch em ica ls  m ight d o  th e  job)?  A s Antin’s  ex em p lary  s to r ie s  h a v e  a lre ad y  show n , 
no o n e  c a n  control w h a t h e  rem em b ers  o r  fo rgets. S e c o n d , w hat is th e  ep istem olog ica! 
d iffe rence  b e tw e en  w h a t o n e  no longer s e e s  (e ra su re )  a n d  w hat o n e  no  longer h e a rs
(o b lite ra tion )?  A ntin c a n 't  b e  d raw ing  on  th e  in te llig ib le -sensib le  d istinc tion  b e c a u s e  
b o th  se e in g  a n d  h earin g  a re  p hysica l activ ities. T h re e , If th e  m ind in th e  p re se n c e  of a  
w ritten  tex t d e c e iv e s  "itself into forget-/ting  th a t it h a s  c o n s tru c te d  th is  's p a c e ' a n d  the  
'fo rm ' th a t /  is a n  im ag inary  con figu ra tion  w ithin it,"65 th en  why sh o u ld n 't w e s u s p e c t  
th e  m ind of hav ing  a lso  c re a te d  th e  Idea  of tim e a n d  th e  m odalities th a t  a re  figured within 
it? Is tim e th e  c o m p e n sa to ry  c o n c e p t of a  m em ory  painfully a w a re  of its lim itations? 
D o e s  it m a tte r  th a t  " the  princip le of eco n o m y  of form  in an  oral w ork is m e a su re d  o u t in 
/  e n e rg y  not in leng th"66 w hen  th e  c o n c e p ts  of e n e rg y  an d  length , like s p a c e  a n d  tim e, 
b e lo n g  to th e  c la ss ic a l m ech an ics  of a  N ew tonian w orld th a t is a lw ays invoked  at the 
m o m en t w h en  th e  limits of k n ow ledge  th re a te n  to s ile n c e  o n e ?  B ound  to talk, David Antin 
is still nego tia ting  his poetry  tow ard  an  open ing  th a t c a n n o t be  n a m e d  in a d v a n c e  of its 
s igh ting , in his v o ice  o n e  o ccas io n a lly  h e a rs  th e  tim b res  of neo rom an tic ism  and  
ex p e rim en ta lism  sing ing  from  th e  b a n k s .
NOTES
1 I don 't c o n s id e r th e s e  tw o m o v em en ts  th e  only o n e s  that co n tin u e  to o p en  up the 
po ssib ilitie s  of poetry  to d ay : a  cu rso ry  rev iew  o f jou rna ls  like E x q u is ite  C o rp se . 
Howling P o o , a n d  R iver S tvx  w ould d ispel th e  illusion if I h a d  it. B ut I c o n c e n tra te  on 
them  d u e  to their a c ad e m ic  cu rrency  and  b e c a u s e , from O lson to  Antin, a c a d e m ic s  s e e m  
m o st c o n c e rn e d  abou t "open ings,"  p e rh a p s  d u e  to  th e  p ercep tion  of th e  c laustrophob ic  
c lo s u re s  of a c a d e m ia . Finally I ex c lu d e  w h a t Altieri ca lls  n e o ro m a n tic  poetry , a n d  
include la n g u a g e  writing, b e c a u s e  I believe th e  a e s th e tic  d is ta n c e  b e tw e en  
neo rom an tic ism  an d  its fo re b e a rs  is not a s  g re a t  a s  th o se  b e tw e e n  la n g u a g e  writing an d  
its fo re b e a rs .
2 in a n  idea) a tem pora l w orld I would a p p e n d  to this e s s a y  a s  its las t word a  c h a p te r  
on  th e  poe try  of F rank  O 'H ara . W hat is rad ical a b o u t O 'H ara is n o t his techn ique in 
p a r t ic u la r - in  s o m e  w ay  K e n n e th  K och, a m o n g  o th e rs , is m o re  stylistically  in te re s tin g . 
And a s  for h is a p p a re n t " them es,"  well, h e  a n d  Koch a re  neck  a n d  n e c k  on that po in t. 
W hat is rad ical a b o u t O 'H ara  is his hum or a n d  c a re le s s  s e n s e  of p lay . Y es, c a re le s s . I'd 
a rg u e  th a t th is  c a re le s s n e s s - in s e p a ra b le  from  his p lay  a n d  h u m o r b u t no t red u c ib le  to 
t h e m - p e r m e a te s  every  leve l of O 'H a ra 's  p o e try : com position , pub lish ing , rev is io n s , 
e tc . A nd it is th is com b ina tion  of c a re le s s  hum or, c a re le s s  p lay , th a t  s e ts  him a p a rt 
from  a lm o s t ait th e  la n g u a g e  w riters a n d  n eo ro m an tic s . I d o n 't know  of any specific  
co n tem p o ra ry  p o e ts  th a t h a v e  tak en  up  th e  difficult legacy  h e  b e q u e a th e d  to poetry , a n d  I 
know  o f no  criticism  th a t h a s  s e e n  th e  radical im plications of h is c a re le s s  p lay  a n d  
c a re le s s  hum or.
3 David Antin, Talking a t  th e  B o u n d a rie s  (N ew  York: N ew  D irections, 1976) a n d  
T u n in g  (N ew  York: N ew  D irections, 1984).
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CHAPTER SIX
I c lo se  th is  e s s a y  with a  brief overv iew  of s o m e  of th e  p o e tic s  of th a t o th e r 
ex p e rim en ta l p o le  of co n tem p o ra ry  A m erican p o e try : lan g u a g e  w riting .1 I beg in  with an  
exam ination  o f th e  v a rio u s  p o e tic s  a s  s ta te d  by  se v e ra l of th e  p rac titio n ers , two self­
critiques by two lan g u a g e  w riters, a n d  then  con c lu d e  with a  g la n c e  a t  s o m e  of th e  critical 
a n d  c rea tiv e  w ork of B arrett W atten . T he th e s is  of th is  c h a p te r  is ag a in  th e  ex ten t to 
which la n g u a g e  writing o p e n s  up  a n d  c lo se s  off th e  possib ilities of poetry . Inasm uch  a s  
th e  la n g u a g e  w rite rs  a ro s e  a s  a  se lf-co n sc io u s ly  leftist (m ostly  M arxist) a n d  a n ti­
neo rom an tic  r e s p o n s e  to w h a t th ey  pe rce ived  a s  a  dom inan t political a n d  a e s th e tic  
m a in s tre am  in p o s tm o d e rn is t cu ltu re , th e  ce n tra l q u e s tio n  I will b e  a sk in g  is th is: to 
w hat ex ten t d o  th e  lan g u a g e  w riters' p o e tic s  o p e n  on to  larger cu ltu ral is s u e s  a n d  how  is 
this open ing  o rien ted  in reg ard  to a  s e n s e  of a u d ie n c e ?
T h ere  is no  b e tte r  p lace  to s ta r t th an  th e  book th a t first e x p o s e d  lan g u a g e  writing to a  
b ro ad  p o e try  a u d ie n c e : T h e  L-A-N-G-U-A-G-E B ook .2 T he hyphenation  of lan g u a g e  is 
itself a  sa lv o : it d raw s a tten tion  to e a c h  le tter a s  sufficiently m otivated  a n d  m otivating. 
B ruce A ndrew s ' a n d  C h a rle s  B e rn s te in 's  introduction, " R e p o sse s s in g  T he  W ord," d rives 
hom e the  po in t:
It is o u r  s e n s e  th a t th e  p ro jec t of poetry  d o e s  not involve turning la n g u a g e  into a  
com m odity  for co n su m p tio n ; in s te a d , it involves r e p o s s e s s in g  th e  sign  through  
c lo s e  a tte n tio n  to , a n d  ac tiv e  participa tion  in, its p ro d u c tio n .3 
W hat is striking a b o u t th is a s se r tio n  is th e  w ay  th e  lan g u a g e  of political eco n o m y  a n d  the  
lan g u ag e  of sem io tics  m erg e  h e re  into a  repudiation  of two of th e  p resu m p tio n s  of 
traditional re a d e r - re s p o n s e  th eo ry : th a t th e  re a d e r 's  r e s p o n s e  to a  tex t is (1) d ifferent 
from an d  (2) su b o rd in a te  to its p roduction . A ndrew s a n d  B ernste in  c o llap se  both 
d iffe ren ces . I sha ll la te r d is c u s s  th e  "liberating" e ffe c ts  of th is s tra te g y .
C lark C o o lid g e  is o n e  of th e  se n io r  lan g u ag e  w riters. His s e n s e  of th e  com positional 
p ro c e s s  is d e c ep tiv e ly  s tra ig h tfo rw ard :
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T he p o e t Philip W halen , w h en  h e  te a c h e s , s a y s  th e  first thing is to  write dow n th e  
w ords on  th e  p a p e r. Now th a t so u n d s  dum b, b u t it's a  g re a t s e c re t b e c a u s e  you s ta r t th e  
transfo rm ation  p ro c e s s  from  o u ts id e  to  in side  to b ack  o u tsid e , so m eth in g  you c a n  s e e .
You c a n 't  ca rry  it a ro u n d  in your h e a d  fo rever.4
A s in th e  p o e tic  o f David Antin, th e  e m p h a s is  h e re  is on  the  d ia lo g u e  a s  d ialectic. For 
C oolidge, th e  d ia lo g u e  o c c u rs  b e tw e e n  th e  p a p e r  (the  o u tsid e ) a n d  th e  w riter (the inside) 
w h e re a s  for Antin th e  d ia logue  o c c u rs  b e tw e en  th e  au d ie n c e  (his o u tsid e ) a n d  th e  talker 
(the  in side). From  th e  re a d e r 's  point of view , C oo lidge 's  trea tm en t o f th e  p a g e  is not 
fundam en ta lly  d ifferen t th a n  A ntin 's tre a tm e n t of th e  a u d ie n c e : bo th  re jec t the 
in teriorization  o f com position  a n d , in s te a d , p ro p o se  its ex te rn a liza tio n . T h u s  w hat 
C oolidge s a y s  below  a b o u t p ro c e s s  g lo s s e s  Antin's co m m en ts  on th e  s a m e  value:
If I d o n 't g e t a  ce rta in  kind of m o v em en t, a  literal m oving fo rw ard  in tim e in my 
work, I don 't feel like it's h ap p en in g  . . .  I'm not o n e  of th o se  p e o p le  w ho do  a  lot of 
rev ision . I m ight c h a n g e  a  w ord o r  two, b u t th a t 's  a b o u t i t . . .  If som eth ing  isn 't 
w orking, I ju s t th row  it ou t a n d  s ta r t  o v e r.s  
For both  Antin a n d  C oolidge p ro c e s s  s u p e rs e d e s  p roduct. For bo th , it's th e  going, no t the 
getting  th e re , th a t 's  im portan t. B ehind  th is  v a lu e  of p ro c e s s  lies a  p re c u rso r  com m on  to 
both: C h a r le s  O lson . For C oolidge, Antin a n d  O lson, ex ternalization  h a p p e n s  w hen the 
p o e t p ro jec ts  h is w ords: h e n c e  pro jective v e rse . A s w e sa w  with O lson , projecting h a s  
its e th ical d im ension : ob jec tism . S o  too for A ndrew s, B ernste in , C oolidge a n d  Antin: a  
partic ipa to ry  po e try . But th e s e  la n g u a g e  w riters a n d  oral p e rfo rm ers  a lso  s h a re  with 
O lson  th e  em piric ist b ia s  of p ro jec tion : w h a t is ex te rn a lized  is su b je c t to o b se rv a tio n  
a n d  ev a lu a tio n . Not s o  with w hat rem a in s  in tcriorized. T his is w hy th e  to u ch sto n e  of 
sincerity  rem a in s  in d isp e n sa b le  only for th e  n eo ro m an tic s . T h a t th e  p rob lem  of 
sincerity  is n o t re so lv ed  by ex te rn a liza tio n , a n d  th a t it rem a in s  a  p rob lem  for 
e x p e rim e n ta lis ts , is ind ica ted  by th e  c o n c e rn  with "explicitness." A s w e  shall s e e  in 
W a tte n 's  w ork , " e x p lic i tn e s s " -a n o th e r  te rm  for e x te rn a liza tio n  for th e
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e x p e r tm e n ta l is ts - is  m e a n t to  c ircu m v en t th e  a e s th e t ic  im p lica tions o f s in ce rity  but, at 
th e  s a m e  tim e, re so lv e  all th e  p ro b lem s a s so c ia te d  with it.
O n th e  o th e r  hand , lan g u a g e  w riter T h eo d o re  Enslin a p p e a rs  to  b e  m uch  m ore  the 
t r a d i t io n a l i s t :
B ut I h av e  abso lu te ly  no. s e n s e  of a n  a u d ie n c e . T h e re  is no th ing  w h en  I'm writing 
s a v e  for th e  m ate ria ls . I'm no t writing for m yself, exactly , bu t to so lv e  a  
p rob lem  . . .  If a fte rw ard s  th e  p roblem  is no t im perfectly  re so lv ed  a n d  I w an t to 
k e e p  th e  work, th en  I am  very  m uch c o n c e rn e d  with a u d ie n c e .8 
Enslin e m p h a s iz e s  his s e n s e  of the  a u d ie n c e  a s  non-partic ipato ry  and  b e la ted . And 
N ath an ie l T arn , ad m ired  by Antin, s o u n d s  ve ry  m uch  like th e  Antin w e  re a d  in h is 1973 
in terv iew  with B arry  A lpert. T arn  s a y s  th a t h e  h a s  "alw ays b e liev ed  th a t p o e try  is an  
u n in te rru p ted  vo ice  going on  inside  you . . ."7
P e rh a p s  it is no t su rp rising  th a t T arn  ra is e s  so m e  o f th e  m o st im portan t, if com m on, 
o b jec tio n s  to  th e  p re m ise s  of la n g u a g e  poetry . I b e liev e  S te v e  M cC affery 's explicitly 
M arx is t-s tru c tu ra lis t c ritique , w hich 1 rev iew  below , is m o re  se a rc h in g  a n d  m ore  
d am a g in g  s in c e  M cCaffery is m ore  sy m p a th e tic  to th e  m o v e m e n t-h e  too is a  lan g u a g e  
p o e t - th a n  T arn . I q u o te  T arn  judiciously  so  th a t w e m ay  fee l th e  full fo rce  o f his 
c r i t i c i s m s :
N ow  you  m ay a rg u e  th a t, if r e a d e r - re s p o n s e  (recep tio n ) is a s  im portan t a s  it is 
to  th e  L an g u ag e  p o e t, h e /sh e  is going to claim  th a t e x e g e s is  is an  individual 
m a tte r  w hich c a n n o t b e  reg im en te d . T h is is fine for th e  ra re  free  spirit, usually  
a n o th e r  p o e t. But, w h e re  th e re  is  difficulty o r o b s c u r i ty , th e  a v e ra g e  re a d e r  
will b e  led b a c k  to Ih e  p ro fe sso r, a n d  th e  a c a d e m y  will reclaim  its righ ts. O nce 
m o re  th ey  will ty rann ize  o v e r  u s  with their c a n o n s . And o n c e  m ore, b o o k s  of 
p o e m s  will b e  co m m o d ities .8 
T h e  c o n fu s io n s  h e re  c a n n o t b e  ignored . W hat r e a d e r - re s p o n s e  th eo rist w ould  reco g n ize  
th e  claim  th a t e x e g e s is  is "an  individual m atter"  even  if it "canno t be  reg im en te d ?"  And
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a s  for th e  re tu rn  to th e  "p ro fesso r,"  th e re  a re  a p p re c ia b le  d iffe re n c es  b e tw e e n  the  
writing a n d  read in g  c e n te rs  o rg an iz ed  by la n g u a g e  w riters ( a s  well a s  o th e r  writing 
g ro u p s  n o t affiliated  with th e  university) a n d  th o s e  th a t go  o n  in university  c la s s ro o m s . 
But if by "p ro fe sso r” T arn  m e a n s  any  p ro fe s se d  ex p e rt, he  w ould th en  s e e m  to posit a  
poe try  th a t really  is o r c a n  b e  sim ply p e rs o n s  sp e ak in g  to  o th e r  p e rs o n s . Finally,
T a m 's  u s e  of th e  term  "com m odities" is really  s tr a n g e  h e re . C om m odities  a re  o b jec ts  
p u rc h a se d  for co n su m p tio n  by au to m a ta  (i.e. c o n su m e rs) . From  th e  point of view  of 
s o m e  la n g u a g e  w riters, th e  literary  com m odity  is B a rth e s ' read erly  tex t. B ooks of 
lan g u a g e  p o e m s  w ould  b e c o m e  readerly  only u n d e r the  red u n d an t rea d in g s  that c o a le sc e  
into a  tradition . T arn  h a s  inadverten tly  hit u p o n  a  cen tra l p roblem  o f the  lan g u a g e  
m ov em en t, though  it is  not th e  problem  h e  c ite s .
O n e  o f th e  te n e ts  of la n g u a g e  w riters is  "exp lic itness."  T heir critical p u b lica tio n s  a re  
m ea n t to  illum inate th e ir  ow n w orks a s  well a s  th o s e  of their p e e rs .  T hey  w an t to 
dem ystify  th e  cult of herm etic ism  th a t a tta c h e s  itself to poe try  a n d  cou ld  easily  a ttach  
itse lf to  th e ir difficult w orks. But th is u n d e rs ta n d a b le  c o n c e rn  with "ex p la n a tio n ” 
co n trad ic ts  Ihe  o th e r  te n e t of la n g u a g e  writing: th e  p roduction  of m ean ing  by th e  re a d e r . 
Now, let m e  quickly a d d  th a t th e s e  ten e ts  a re  not a lw ays con trad icto ry . W hat often  g e ts  
ex p lica ted  in th e ir  critical w ritings an d  fo rum s is th e  how, o r ra th e r, h o w s , to re a d  th e  
p o e try . T h is  d iffers from th e  re a d e r 's  p roduction  o f w h a t, th a t is, m ean ing . But this 
on ly  ra is e s  m ore  difficulties. E ven if such  a  s tra te g y  w ere  ca rried  o u t co n sis ten tly  by 
th e  p o e t a n d  th e  re a d e r , th e  " su c c e ss"  of their re la tionsh ip  w ould d e p e n d  upon  their 
re sp e c tin g  th e  o ld fo rm /con ten t division w hich  h e re  ta k e s  th e  form  of "structu re" and  
"m ean ing ."  F u rth e rm o re , w hy shou ld  the  r e a d e r  a c c e p t th e  w rite r 's  ex p la n a tio n  for the  
"form" of h is p o em  if th e  re a d e r  ca n  d isco v er a n o th e r  o n e ?  But ev en  if th is re a d e r  
a g re e s  to  a c c e p t th e  w riter 's  exp lanation , it's  no t a s  if th e  r e a d e r  is th en  "free” to 
p ro d u ce  his ow n m ean ing  ("own" he re  re fe rs  to a  com plex  of s e lv e s  with all th e  
h isto rica l, tex tu a l, cu ltu ra l, e tc .  c o n s tra in ts ) . F o r th e  p red e te rm in a tio n  of form
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d e te rm in e s  th e  m ean in g (s) th a t c a n  be  p ro d u ced . If J o y c e  cou ld  w rite F in n e o an s  W ake 
w ithout a tta ch in g  a  c o n c o rd a n c e  of e x p la n a tio n s , subm itting to  th e  u ncerta in ty  th a t the 
r e a d e r s  o f th a t book  m ight no t e v e r  b e  born , w ould it b e  unfair to lo ca te  th e  lan g u a g e  
w rite r 's  c o n c e rn  w ith ex p la n a tio n  in a  v a lu e  o th e r  th a n  d em y stifica tio n ?
I am  still rea d in g  T arn :
o n e  o f th e  ex trao rd in a ry  th in g s  to m e  is  h is  [Ron S iilim an'sJ incred ib le  illusion 
th a t h e  is founding a  literary com m unity . T he  id ea  is th a t  th ey  a re  tak ing  the  
book  of p o e m s  o u t of th e  'com m odity  fetish ' m arket, a n d  th a t in so m e  w ay s their 
p o e m s  a re  m ore  w idely ava ilab le  th an  th e  a v e ra g e  p o e ts '. W ell, a re  th e y ?  it 
s e e m s  to m e  th a t  th e  rec e p tio n /.co n su m e r a s p e c t  th e re  is narrow er th an  ev er. 
T he fact th a t w e a re  m anufactu ring  m ore  a n d  m ore  p o e ts  th rough  the  m ech an ism s 
of th e  MFA m e a n s  th a t th e  in ce s tu o u s  family is a  very  la rg e  o n e , b u t it rem a in s  
in ce s tu o u s . T h ey  a re  right on  that p a rt. But a re  th e  L an g u ag e  p o e ts  any  less  
in c e s tu o u s?  A re th e re  n o n p o e ts  on  th e  s tre e t  w ho a re  sp en d in g  their tim e 
read ing  L a n g u ag e  p o e try ?  I don 't think s o . You m ay s a y  tha t th e re  is nobody  on 
th e  s tr e e t  read in g  O lson  o r D uncan , o r  anyth ing  a t all, a n d  to a  ce rta in  ex ten t 
th a t 's  tru e . But it s e e m s  to  m e th a t th e  funnel is narrow ing  m ore.9  
T arn  p re s u m e s  th a t th e  la n g u a g e  p o e ts  fo rm u la ted  their s tra te g ie s  with th e  aim  of 
w idening  th e  p o e try -read in g  a u d ie n c e  to include m ore a n d  m ore  n o n -p o e ts . But th is is a  
se r io u s  m isread ing  o f th e  la n g u a g e  w riters th rough  the  len s  of n eo ro m an tic ism . 
Everything th e  la n g u a g e  w riters h a v e  sa id  explicitly re c o g n iz e s  th a t their a u d ie n c e s  a re  
largely  c o m p o s e d  o f o th e r  w rite rs  an d  critics .10 T heir p ro g ra m s  a re  d ire c te d  a g a in s t  the 
n e o ro m an tic  m ain s tre am  of a c a d e m ic  poetry , a n d  a s  m any  of th e s e  w riters a re  
th e m se lv e s  a c a d e m ic s , w h a t w e h a v e  h e re  is e ssen tia lly  a  fam ily sq u a b b le . T a rn 's  
c o n c e rn  with th e  lack of an  a u d ie n c e  of n o n -p o e ts  is fo u n d ed  o n  W o rdsw orth 's , A ntin 's, 
e tc . 's  d ream : p e rs o n s  sp eak in g  to p e rso n s . It is d isg e n u o u s  to n a m e  MFA p ro g ram s 
in ce s tu o u s  sim ply b e c a u s e  they  p ro d u ce  p o e ts  w ho re a d  o th e r  p o e ts  an d  th u s  co n stitu te  a
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la rge  portion  of th e  s e r io u s  poetry  a u d ie n c e . It m ay  b e  th a t th e  proliferation of MFA 
p ro g ra m s  a n d  p o e ts  is in s te a d  th e  g re a te s t  flattery of p o e try : they  turn their a u d ie n c e s  
into a r tis ts  like th e m se lv e s . T heir grow th m ay  b e  a  rev ision  of W o rdsw orth 's  d ream : 
in s te a d  of p e rs o n s  sim ply sp eak in g  to  o n e  a n o th e r  w e h a v e -e s p e c ia lly  a s  c o n c e rn s  the 
c o lla b o ra tio n s  o f la n g u a g e  w r i te r s -p o e ls  writing with o n e  a n o th e r .
C erta in ly  la n g u a g e  writing id ea lize s  th e  possibility  of c ircum ven ting  e x p e rtise , a  
c o n c e p t th ey  a s so c ia te  with hegem ony . Bob P ere lm an  in tro d u ces  his an tho logy  of 
c o n v e rsa tio n s  a n d  e s s a y s  th is w ay:
A com m unity  of w riters w a s  co n sid e rin g  w riting, a n  activity o f e q u a l in te res t to 
all. S o  no o n e  w a s  'th e  expert.' T he  m ode v a rie s  a t tim e from form al e s s a y s  to 
inform al ta lks, b u t in all c a s e s  th e  talk w as  n o t fo r ta lk 's  s a k e , bu t for th e  s a k e  of 
w r i tn g .n
T h is  is fa r  from  A ntin—if n o t a n ti-A n tin -b u t it isn ’t a s  an ti-ta lk  a s  R o b e rt G luck 's 
c o m m e n ta ry  w hich u n d e rm in es  both  Antin’s  s tud ied  s e r io u s n e s s  a n d  la n g u a g e  writing's 
s e r io u s  n o n -s e r io u s n e s s :
But w hen  th e  a v a n t-g a rd e  ta lks a b o u t itself, it b e c o m e s  ex trem ely  p ro fessiona l.
If th e  la n g u a g e  th a t a d d re s s e s  ex perim en ta l writing h a s  any  c h a rm , it is often 
b a s e d  on difficult syn tax  an d  te rm s  th a t w ant to  b e  techn ica l, a s s o c ia te d  with 
s c ie n c e . M aybe th is  e x p e rtise  v a lid a te s  p la y -m a k e s  it look like w ork a n d  so  
a p p e a r  a c c e s s ib le ;  an d  this m ay  be  ju s t a n o th e r  s e p a ra tio n  into p a rts  fin this 
c a s e  the  analy tical a n d  sp o n ta n e o u s )  tha t c h a ra c te r iz e s  late  cap ita lism  
M oreover, th e  division o f labor b e tw e en  au thoria l d icta tion  a n d  re a d e r  rec e p tio n  is not 
en tirely  o v erco m e  e v e r  if th e  re a d e r  is g iven  m ateria ls  from  which to p ro d u c e  m ean in g s  
an d  p lay , for the  fact re m a in s  th a t th e  m ate ria ls  a re  cop y rig h ted  by th e  au th o r; in 
b o ss /w o rk e r  te rm s th is  p ro c e d u re  is a n a lo g o u s  to giving w o rk e rs  m id d le -m an ag em en t 
con tro l o v e r  a  w orkp lace  th a t rem a in s  th e  p roperty  o f c a p ita lis ts .
L a n g u a g e  w riter a n d  critic S te v e  M cC affery t re a ts  th e  p rob lem  of th e  w riter’s labor
v a lu e  In his e s s a y  "D im inished R e fe ren ce  a n d  th e  M odel R e a d e r."16 C om m enting  on  R ay 
D iP a lm a 's  p o em  "Codicil," w hich b e g in s  "collides triang le  lucid n a p /b ro a d  w et 
e x ertio n /s ift p lu n g e s ," 14 M cC affery exp la in s  w hy th is k ind of writing d e m a n d s  a  new  
kind of read in g : "C onven tional read ing  hab its  w ould d e m a n d  a  refe ren tia l transit in the  
p oem  a b o v e  to a  point b ey o n d  th e  w ords th e m se lv e s , th e reb y  e luding  th e  m ateria l pull 
in h eren t in th e  tex t."15 M cC affery a s s u m e s  th a t referen tia lity  is a c h ie v e d  a t th e  to ta l 
e x p e n s e  ("eluding th e  m ateria l pull") of th e  tex t. If th is  w e re  tru e  of co n ven tional 
read ing  hab its , no o n e  w ould fee l ob liged  to co m m en t on  th e  form al p ro p ertie s  of the  
"m aterial" tex t, e v e n  w h en  su c h  c o m m e n ta rie s  try to  show  how  th e  tex t po in ts  "beyond  
th e  w ords th em se lv es ."  T he  a rray  of d e v ic e s  a n d  s tra te g ie s  av a ilab le  to th e  tradition of 
p ro so d y  a re  not sim ply to o ls  for evad ing  tex tu a l m ateriality ; ra th e r, th ey  a re  to o ls  for 
co n s tru c tin g  w ell-w rought u rn s  w h o se  a e s th e tic  a p p e a l is lo ca ted  within th e  a rtifac ts  
a n d  o u ts id e , no t in referen tia lity  but in signification. And e v e n  if th e  A m erican 
n e o ro m a n tic  trad ition  h a s  g en e ra lly  a tte m p te d  to  e lide  tex tu a l self-reflexivity , th is  
a c h ie v e m e n t, w hen  it o c c u rs , is a lw ays partial. T h is reflex ive p roperty  b e lo n g s  to 
la n g u a g e s -n o t  th e  au th o r. C onven tiona l re a d in g s  a lw ays c ircu la te  am o n g  sign ifiers, 
s ign ifieds a n d  re fe re n ts , for th e s e  e le m en ts  a re  irreducib le  to o n e  an o th er.
M oreover, e v e n  if a  tex t like "Codicil" a c tiv a te s  th e  p a s s iv e  co n su m in g  re a d e r , 
converting  h e r  into a  p ro d u ce r  of m ean ing , th e  q u e s tio n  of th e  re a d e r 's  m o tiv a tio n -w h y  
sh o u ld  s h e  b o th e r  m aking h e r  m ean ing  o u t of so m e o n e  e ls e 's  w o rk ? ~ h a s  only b e e n  
s id e s te p p e d , not a n sw e re d . M cCaffery w rites th a t th e  " re a d e r  e n te rs  the  tex t a s  a n  u n d e r­
d e te rm in e d  co d e ,"  a  tex t "co m p o se d  a lm ost en tirely  of iso la te d  non-in teg ra ting  lex em es"  
f n m  w hich "a  n u m b er of re a d in g s  ca n  be  built."16 T he a u th o r /re a d e r  h ierarchy  h a s  not 
b e e n  s u s p e n d e d  s in c e  th e s e  "non-in tegrating lex e m es ,' how ever s e g re g a te d , c o n s titu te  an 
a u th o rize d  limit o n  p roducib le  re a d in g s . T h is  limit is po ten tia lly  m ore  o p e n  th an  A ntin 's 
talk p ie c e s , which re ta in  th e  so lem n  s ilence  of th e  a u d ie n c e . But w hat if the  a u d ie n c e  
w a n ts  to b e  silen t; th e  re a d e r , a  c o n su m e r?  T h a t th is p iece  d isallow s th a t option, c lo s e s
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it off, s u g g e s ts  o n c e  a g a in  Antin's re m a rk s  concern ing  fa sc is t d isc o u rse . M cCaffery 
h im self will so o n  fa c e  th e  ine luctab le  logic of th is p ro c e d u re .
Still d isc u ss in g  th e  D iPalm a p iec e , M cCaffery o ffers o n e  p o ss ib le  a v e n u e  into the 
poem :
A productional p lay  can  s ta r t o n  th e  a sso c ia tio n a l co n c a te n a tio n  of ail re fe re n c e s  
to  liq u id  ("w et,"  "p lu n g es ,"  "sh a llo w s,"  "trickle," "fluency ," "p lank ton ,"  " se a 's "  
c o m p rise  nearly  a  q u a rte r  of th e  en tire  poem ). T h is  "aquatic" c o d e  m ight then  b e  
em p loyed  a s  a  con tex tual d om inan t to de te rm ine  th e  v e c to rs  of m ean ing  in the  
p o e m 's  total tex tu a l c o n te n t.17 
S in c e  m ean in g  re m a in s  th e  te los tow ard  which th is tex tuality  is d irec ted , th e re  is still a  
s ign ified  function re ta in e d . S in ce  "m ean ing" is n ev er in th e  tex t itself b u t is a lw ay s 
a n o th e r  tex t ( a s  p a ra p h ra s e ) ,  why is th e  signified, though  "beyond  th e  w o rd s 
th em se lv e s ,"  priv ileged o v e r  a n d  a b o v e  th e  refe ren t?  M cC affery d o e s  not tell u s . O ne 
re a s o n  m ight b e  th a t a s  th e  m eaning c a n  only a p p e a r  a s  a  text, lan g u ag e  rem a in s  
p riv ileged  o v e r "ob jects"  beyond  th e  tex t. A nother re a s o n  m ight h av e  to d o  with control. 
T h e  re a d e r  can  d ic ta te  w h a tev er "signified" s h e  w ish e s  w h e re a s  th e  refe ren t re s id e s  
b e y o n d  h e r  control. T h is  s u g g e s ts  th e  possibility of a  n u m b er of sign ifieds p e r  refe ren t. 
But if th e re  c a n  b e  m any  signifieds for a  refe ren t, th e re  c a n  b e  m any  id ea s  of w h a t the 
re fe re n t is: w e cou ld  n e v e r  s a y  th e  re fe re n t "itself" a s  th o u g h  it w ere  a  s ta b le  
on to log ica l thing. T h u s  ev en  conven tional read ing  h a b its  a re  c o n c e rn e d  ultim ately with 
sign ifieds. T he  id ea  of th e  referen t m ay  sim ply b e  a  c o n c e p t within the  m e ta p h y s ic s  of 
p h ilo so p h ica l id ea lism .
In fac t, M cCaffery s e e s  th is p ro c e s s  of signification a s  em pow ering  for r e a d e r  an d  
a u th o r: "The c ip h e r th u s  offers a  s tra te g ic  m ethod  fo r m otivating non-com m odita l 
p roductiv ities  tha t c a s t  bo th  w riter a n d  re a d e r  into a n  iden tica l w ork p ro c e s s ." 18 But 
how  c a n  th is b e ?  W e 'v e  ju st b e e n  told th e  re a d e r  p ro d u c e s  sign ifieds by ch an n e lin g  "non- 
in teg rating  lexem es" th ro u g h  a  s e r ie s  of possib ly  "m eaningful" s e q u e n c e s ;  th e  au th o r
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d o e s  not do  th is. He p rov ides  the  lex em es. T he  re a d e r  p ro d u c e s  he r artifact of m ean ing . 
T h is  c re a te s  th e  b o ss /w o rk  s tru c tu re . T h e re 's  w ork an d  th en  th e re ’s  w ork.
But le t's  g e t  dow n to so m e  b a s ic  q u e s tio n s . D o e s  M cCaffery really g e t s tim u la ted  by 
som eth ing  like "Codicil?" He is not a  "reader"; h e 's  a  C a n a d ian  p oe t a n d  critic. T he 
p ro s e  of h is  read in g  illu s tra tes  tha t he  is no th ing  like th e  " read er"  (d o e s  h e  m e a n  n o n ­
p o e ts ,  n on -critics?). N ow , a s  I w rote  a b o v e , la n g u a g e  w riters a re  c o n c e rn e d  with o th e r  
w riters a s  a u d ie n c e s , s o  w e c a n  a s s u m e  th a t  M cC affery 's re a d e r  is p robab ly  a  critic 
a n d /o r  w riter ( a s  is my "we"). G iven th is ( a s k  ag a in : why sh o u ld  the  r e a d e r  p ro d u ce  a  
tex t in th is m a n n e r  w hen  s h e  c a n  p ro d u ce  a  tex t in the  old conven tional w a y ?  M oreover, 
s in c e  m o st c ritics , p o e ts , a n d  o th e r  w riters r e a d  critically a n y w a y - th a t  is, r e a d  in a  
w riterly , p ro d u c tiv e  f a s h io n - th e n  isn 't all th is  po lem iciz ing  a  w a s te  o f tim e?
M cCaffery re a liz e s  th a t la n g u a g e  writing p o s e s  political a n d  cultural p ro b le m s 
d e s p ite  th e  v a rio u s  in ten tions of its p ro p o n en ts . For ex am p le , th e re  is no e s se n tia l 
d iffe ren ce  in e ith e r  in ten tion  o r  effect b e tw e e n  th e  sublim inal advertis ing  m e th o d s  of 
com m odity  in d u strie s  a n d  w h a t M cCaffery c a lls  C lark C oo lidge 's  "c o n n o ta tio n a l 
m o tivation  to a  p h o n em ic  list a n d  th e  sub lexem ic  e le m en ts  n e c e s s a ry  for a  se m a n tic  re- 
a p p ro p r ia t io n ." ^  M cC affery u n d e rs ta n d s  la n g u a g e  w riting 's link to w h a t it su p p o sed ly  
c ritic izes from a n  "outside" o r "beyond" s o  th a t, by a  kind of p e rv e rse  irony, pulp 
fiction tu rn s  o u t to b e  po ten tia lly  m o re  th a n  "se rio u s"  lite ra tu re , rev o lu tio n ary  
p rec ise ly  b e c a u s e  o f its com m odita l s ta tu s . It is th e  old Trojan H orse  m an e u v e r:
T he  re a d e r  of M ickey Sp illane o r  A rthur H ailey is n o t fo rec lo sed  or 
o v e rd e te rm in e d  a s  a  s truc tu ra l e le m e n t of a  particu la r kind of fiction. (W e will 
s e e  in a  sh o rt w hile how  popu lar fiction p e rm its  a  w ide  ra n g e  of su b v e rs iv e  o r 
d istortional c o d e s ) . By c o n tra s t, L an g u ag e  W riting p ro p o se s  not only th e  
unbinding of s ig n s  a n d  re fe ren ts  a n d  th e  p o ly se m o u s  d ev e lo p m en t of th e  signifier, 
bu t a lso  a  c lo se d  M odel R ead e r p red e te rm in e d  by th e  productionai d isposition  he  
is com p elled  to a d a p t. S h e  is co n stitu ted  upon  a  s e r ie s  of prohibitions (you can 't
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c o n su m e , you can 't rep ro d u c e  a n  identical m e s s a g e , you c a n ’t su b v e rt a  
rep re sen ta tio n ). H en ce  th e  em an c ip a to ry  c h a ra c te r  of th e  read ing  b e c o m e s  a  
m an d a to ry  liberation . . . .  It is p rec ise ly  th e ir  re s is ta n c e  to  a b e rra n t d e c o d in g s  
th a t im p o se s  a  d e v a s ta tin g  qualification o n  th e  em ancipa to ry  sc o p e  of L an g u ag e  
te x ts .2 0
O r a s  U m berto  E co  put it, th e  o p e n  tex t is c lo se d  to the  re a d e r  w hile th e  c lo se d  tex t is 
o p e n . For Eco (cf. C h a p te r  2), th e  o p en  tex t w a n ts  to s a y  every th ing  so  it le a v e s  the  
re a d e r  with noth ing  to say . C onversely , th e  c lo se d  text h a s  o n e  thing to s a y  so  th e  re a d e r  
c a n  s a y  a  n u m b er o f o th e r  th in g s a b o u t it. T h e  im plications of M cC affery 's critique a re  
fa r-re a ch in g . It m ight, for e x a m p le , a c c o u n t fo r th e  proliferation o f w om en  s tu d ie s  
p ro g ra m s in a c a d e m ia  w hile th e  re s is ta n c e  to hiring fem in is ts  in traditional 
d e p a rtm e n ts  rem a in s  form idable. By p lacing w om en  in w o m en 's  s tu d ie s , a c a d e m ia  h o p e s  
to  con tro l th e  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  of fem inism  in th e  university . W o m e n 's  s tu d ie s  p ro g ra m s, 
c e n te rs , re s o u rc e s , e tc ., b e c o m e  th e  fram es in w hich fem inism  m ay  b e  q u a ra n tin e d . 
C o n v e rse ly , hiring fem in ists  within a c a d e m ic  d e p a r tm e n ts  p re s e n ts  a  th re a t to the  
university  s in c e  th e  fem inist c ritique  re a c h e s  a  g re a te r  n u m b er o f s tu d e n ts  {that's th e  
function of m aking  w o m en 's  s tu d ie s  c o u rs e s  "electives") a n d , m o reo v e r, u n d e rm in es  th e  
ep is tem o lo g ica l fo u n d atio n s  of th e  d e p a rtm e n t (E nglish , H istory, P hysica l S c ie n c e , 
C hem istry , e tc .) . In fact, w h a t o ften  h a p p e n s  is th a t w om en c e n te rs  "sm ear"  th e  lines 
th a t  h a v e  b e e n  d raw n  a ro u n d  th e m  (financial, political, e tc .) a n d  in filtra te -  
ideo log ica lly , politically , e tc .- - th e  re s t of th e  un iversity  com m un ity . F em in is ts  h a v e  
d isc o v e red  th a t th ey  a re  m o st effective working bo th  s id e s  of th e  fram e: within 
trad itional d e p a r tm e n ts  a n d  w ithin w om en c e n te r  p ro g ra m s. O n e  th inks of D errida 's  
notion of a  d o u b le  writing: writing with bo th  h a n d s  (within an d  a t th e  limit of 
m e ta p h y s ic s ). O n e  th inks o f th e  fa lse  d ilem m a b lack s  in th is coun try  p o n d e r w hen  
co n fro n ted  with th e  p h ilo so p h ies  of M alcom  X a n d  Martin L uther King: th e  fa lse  belief 
th a t b e tw een  th e s e  two o n e  m u st c h o o se .
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P e rh a p s  th e  m ajor e rro r  th e  lan g u a g e  w riters h av e  m ad e  is a  facile  ana logy  b e tw e en
co n sum ption  a s  a  c o n c e p t in political econom y  a n d  consum ption  a s  a  factor in a e s th e tic s .
O r p e rh a p s  th e  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e en  production  a n d  consum ption  d e m a n d s  rethinking.
Both a u th o r an d  re a d e r  c a n  b e  conceived  a s  bo th  p ro d u ce rs  a n d  c o n s u m e rs  ev en  u n d er
co n v en tio n a l read ing  h a b its . Critical read ing  is both production  a n d  co nsum ption , an d
s in c e  th o s e  w ho  re a d  p o e try  a re , for th e  m o st p a rt, critical r e a d e rs , th e  lan g u a g e  p ro ject
m ay  b e  su p e rf lu o u s . F u rth e rm o re , given th e  overw rough t p ro se  o f M cC affery 's p ro se , I
w an t to  e m p h a s iz e  th e  positive  qualities of consum ption . T he  p ro c e s s  of rising to
"co n sc io u sn e ss"  from  u n d e r  th e  sed im en ta tio n  of ideology, to u s e  a  M arxist ex am p le ,
d e p e n d s  o n  a  v a s t  a n d  critical consum ption  of cap italist com m od ities , m aterial an d  ideal
(books, v a lu e s , th e o r ie s , jo u rn a ls , e tc .) . In fac t, it is the  lack  of co n su m p tio n  of
critical m a te ria ls  th a t c o n d e m n  c o n su m e rs  to  th e  co n su m p tio n  of uncritical m a te ria ls
(a d v e r tis e m e n ts , fa sh io n s , tre n d s , a n d  th e ir com m od ities). T h e re  a re  critical
co m m o d itie s  (films, n e w s p a p e rs , b o o k s , e s s a y s ,  etc.) a n d  uncritical com m od ities  ( th e se
too  a re  film s, n e w s p a p e rs , b o o k s , e s s a y s ,  e tc .) . L an g u ag e  writing flirts with a
m e ta p h y s ic s  of m ateria lism : w hat m u st b e  n eg o tia ted  is th e  uncritical co n su m p tio n  of
c o m m o n p la c e s  a n d  th e  reification of the  sign ifier.21
*  . *  *
I do  not Intend to offer a  co m p le te  read in g  of B arrett W atten ’s  tex ts . S u ch  an  e n d e a v o r  
is im p o ss ib le  by defin ition; la n g u a g e  writing d riv es  th a t point h o m e. Insofar a s  h is 
w ritings p rac tic e  a  form , o r  form s, of la n g u a g e  writing, o n e  is n e v e r  fin ished  with a  
tex t no  m a tte r  how  brief its leng th  o r how  ex te n s iv e  th e  co m m en ta ry . But by the  s a m e  
token , it m ay  b e  th a t th e  brief rem arks I m ak e  below  ex ten d  b e y o n d  th e  specific  critical 
a n d  c rea tiv e  writings c ited  to include a  g re a t  d e a l of W atten 's  work. T h e  ten d en cy  to 
repetition , th e  c o n cern  with a  conste lla tion  of id e a s , an d  th u s  th e  ov erd e te rm in a tio n  of 
form al a n d  them atic  c o n c e rn s  is a s  m uch a  fac t of lan g u ag e  writing a s  any  o th e r kind.
For B arre tt W atten , th e s e  te n d e n c ie s  a re  tre a te d  u nder th e  g e n e ra l c a te g o ry  of form . I
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sha ll d is c u s s  W a tten 's  tre a tm e n t of this c o n c e p t in h is collection of e s s a y s ,  T otal S yn tax . 
a n d  th e n  a tte m p t to  "p roduce" th e  first few  lin es  from his book-leng th  p oem  P r o g re s s  
a n d  "P la sm a ."22
F o r W atten , th e  s ign ificance  of th e  b rea k  la n g u a g e  writing m a k e s  from  m ain s tream  
n eo ro m an tic ism  is a  function of its revision of th e  m odern ist a p o th e o s is  of form . R a th e r  
th an  ju s t a n  effect o r  c a u s e  of la n g u a g e  in g e n e ra l, form in lan g u a g e  a lso  c h a ra c te r iz e s  
"co n c e p tu a l o rd e r  in individuals"; co n seq u e n tly , form  is th e  s ite  p a r  ex c e lle n c e  for "the 
possib ilities  of c h a n g e ."  Not only , th en , is la n g u a g e  writing irreducib le  to lan g u a g e  p e r  
s e - -a n d  th is  m a in te n a n c e  of th a t d ifference  s e ts  W atten  a p a rt from  m any  of th e  o th e r  
la n g u a g e  w r i te r s -b u t  b e c a u s e  it is a  m a tte r  of form , th e  q u e s tio n  of c h a n g e  (political, 
so c ia l, cu ltu ral, e tc .)  is b o u n d  up  with th e  q u e s tio n  of read ing  hab its .23  For W atten , 
form  is th e  index  o f p o ss ib le  c h a n g e  in th e  re a d e r , w hich is w hy th is c h a n g e  m ust a lw ays 
b e  m otivated  from  o u ts id e , i.e ., by th e  coerc io n  o f tex ts  th a t d e m a n d  new  read ing  fo rm ats: 
"In ed iting  T h is  my criterion of in te res t h a s  b e e n , in g e n e ra l, th a t a  g iven  work c o m e s  to 
a n  identity w ith Its p articu la r tec h n iq u e . How it c o m e s  into b e ing  is th e  s a m e  a s  w hat it 
is."24 T he p ro c e s s  is th e  p roduct; thus fa r no th ing  th a t I h a v e  sa id  regard ing  W atten  
m a k e s  him anyth ing  m ore  than  a  neo m o d ern is t. W atten  g o e s  on  to outline h is concep tion  
of th e  writing p ro c e s s . It h a s  th ree  s ta g e s , a n d  the  se co n d  s ta g e  s e rv e s  a s  the  n ex u s  
b e tw e en  th e  first a n d  third s ta g e s :
O n e  could  s a y  th a t  te c h n iq u e  is th e  principle of construction  in th e  writing, in 
o th e r  w o rd s, how  th e  writing is w ritten , prior to th e  fin ished  work. M e th o d  is 
th e  p rincip le  of co n stru c tio n  th a t b e g in s  with th e  fin ished  w ork, with the  
activity of th e  w riter a s  a  w hole, th e  ex ten s io n  of th e  a c t of writing into the 
w orld a n d  ev en tu a lly  into h istorical se lf -c o n sc io u sn e ss . S ty le  m ight b e  the  
m idd le  te rm .ss
If s ty le  is th e  linguistic c o n s tru c t of a  se lf  in th e  tex t,26 th en  d e sp ite  W a tten 's  "p erso n a l
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grip a g a in s t  th e  self," it w ould a p p e a r  th a t it is only th e  se lf a s  "total limit" th a t h e  
w ish e s  to t r a n s g re s s .27 T hat is, it is th e  se lf a s  th e  origin of tec h n iq u e  an d  m ethod  tha t 
h e  rev ise s; tech n iq u e  p re c e d e s  a n d  m eth o d  s u c c e e d s  th e  se lf in asm u ch  a s  the  se lf is 
su b je c t to th e  p re s e n t e ffec ts  of a  historical p a s t th a t  d e te rm in e s  tech n iq u e  a n d  th e  
fu tu re  e ffec ts  of a  h istorical fu tu re  th a t d e te rm in e s  m eth o d .
Yet W atten  is a w a re  of th e  lim itations of a n y  a tta c k  on th is  "total limit" of th e  se lf  
th a t a im s a t  d isrup ting  conven tional syn tax :
O n e  of th e  p ro b lem s with th e  a tta c k  on  no rm ative  g ram m ar, w hich w ould b rea k  it 
dow n into b its  a n d  p ie c e s  of v e rb a l rubble th a t  th en  m ight r e le a s e  libidinal flux, 
is th a t it d e m a n d s  a  prior v a lu e , 'a  w hole p e rso n  in a  w ho le  w orld.' And s in c e  tha t 
is no t p o ss ib le , w e  have  to k e e p  go ing , b ack  to the  original im possib le  a c t.28 
H en ce  W a tten 's  re fu sa l to work a t the  su b m o rp h em ic  level. He w rites  a t  th e  p h ra s e  an d  
s e n te n c e  leve ls  a n d  e m p lo y s  a  varie ty  of su rrea lis tic  te c h n iq u e s  to d isrup t s e m a n t ic -  
n o t s y n ta c tic - l in e a r ity  (signifier + s ign ified® referen t). It is a lso  p o ss ib le  to  re a d  
th is  s ta te m e n t a s  a  critique of the  c o n c e p t of ideology a s  a  veil for a  truth: Hla  w hole 
p e rso n  in a  w hole w orld .’" But th is a lso  m ak e s  ideology ineffective a s  a  concep t 
sy n o n y m o u s  with "reality" w hen  the  la tte r is c o n ce iv ed  u n d e r th e  b a n n e r  of the  na tu ra l.
I be lieve  th a t th is is th e  v a lu e  of a  re a d e r -b a s e d  h e rm e n eu tic s  to w hich th e  no to rious 
h erm etic ism  of la n g u a g e  writing is re la te d . T he  sp ira l of in te rp re ta tion  c a n  be  e n d le s s  
b e c a u s e  th e re  is no tru th  resid ing  in in ten tion  a t w hich to arrive:
F o r poetry , th e  fac t of sty le  in la n g u a g e , w ithout forgetting  v a lu e s  b rought into 
th e  p oem  from  its literary p a s t, c a n  b e  the  point of d e p a rtu re  into the  p oem  a s  
ideo logy . P o e try  e x te n d s  itself by its ow n m e a n s , in th e  a c t  c? writing, in public  
re a d in g s , a n d  a s  a  p ub lished  tex t in th e  political c o n te x t.29 
S ty le  is  th e  poin t o f d e p a rtu re  into th e  p o em  a s  ideology b e c a u s e  sty le is the 
configuration  of th e  se lf  a s  social co n s tru c t. T h u s  th e  self is, in a  ce rta in  s e n s e ,  
ideology. By ex ten s io n , th en , the  book  is pe rfo rce  a  com m odity :
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A s a  com m odity  Ih e  book  re p re s e n ts  social co n v en tio n s  from w hich  it is not 
p o ss ib le  to e s c a p e ;  it is p o ss ib le , though , to s p e a k  of the  a g e n cy  of sty le without 
re g a rd  to com m odity  s ta tu s . R a th e r  th an  b e ing  a  d e te rm in an t, th e  m ark e t is 
b y p a s s e d  by w h a t is of m o st in te res t in a  p o e m .3°
T h is " ag en cy  o f sty le" that, a s  com m odity , is a  su rp lu s  in th e  m arke t a p p e a r s  to b e  
ae s th e tic ism , th e  a e s th e tic  of th e  se lf  a s  a  specific  s ty le  (form) in th e  p o em .
T raditionally , th e  a e s th e tic  se lf a s  form o r sty le  is su rp lu s  b e c a u s e  a lth o u g h  it c a n  b e  
rep ro d u c e d  it h a s  no  u se -v a iu e  in th e  m arket. F o r W atten , it s e e m s  th a t th e  "agency  of 
style" is th e  a e s th e tic  se lf th a t a r is e s  a s  an  effect of tech n iq u e  a n d  m ethod . T he  
sim ila rities  of th is  p ro c e s s  to  th e  H eg e lian  d ia lec tic  ( th e s is  + a n tith e s is= sy n th e s is )  a re  
p e rh a p s  not in co n seq u en tia l. O n th e  o th er h an d , th e  d iffe ren ces  a re  a lso  im portant. 
T e c h n iq u e  a n d  m ethod  a re  not o p p o s ite s  in conflict. T h u s  th e re  is no  tra n s c e n d e n c e -n o  
A u f h e b u n o - involved in W a tte n 's  v a lu e  of s ty le . H ow ever, d u e  to  W a tte n 's  political 
a g e n d a , th is effect, like H egel's , is still v iew ed a s  a  n e c e ss ity . It th u s  h a s  th e  force of a  
m e ta p h y s ic a l fo rec lo su re  o f rea d in g  a n d  writing. T h u s  th e  q u e s tio n  o f overa ll fo rm - 
tec h n iq u e , sty le  a n d  m e th o d - ta k e s  on  p a ra m o u n t im p o rtan ce  b e c a u s e  it is a t  th is level 
th a t th e  re a d e r  p ro d u c e s  a n d /o r  c o n s u m e s  the  text.
But if W atten  h e re  s e e m s  to neu tra lize  the  c h a rg e  of aesth e tic ism  b e c a u s e  he 
tran sfo rm s h is v a lu e  of form into a n  e th o s  of writing a n d  rea d in g ,31 h is  va lo riza tion  of 
"exp lana tion" a s  a  g u a ra n te e  of au then tic ity  a n d  sincerity  re in sc rib es  fo rm alist 
d e p e n d e n c y  on  in tention a n d  certa in ty . E xplanation  is a  function of th e  w riter 's  m ethod, 
th e  w ay  h e  d em y stif ie s  the  w ork of a rt by explicitly "in terpreting" h is ow n w ork. T h a t's  
fine, a n d  in d ee d , in te restin g , b u t how  d o e s  th is s q u a re  with th e  r e a d e r 's  productiv ity? 
T h e  poin t s e e m s  lo  b e  th a t th e  writer is a s  m uch a  re a d e r  a s  th e  re a d e r  is  a  writer; the 
w riters sim ply exp la in s  how  a n d  w h a t h e  a ttem p ted  to  do . His exp lana tion  shou ld  not be 
a  c o n s tra in t on  th e  o th e r  r e a d e rs ' in te rp re ta tions . Y es, exp lan a tio n  e x te n d s  th e  work 
into the  w orld a n d  p ro v id es  too ls for o pen ing  up th e  w ork to befudd led  a n d  limited
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re a d e rs . B ut o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , it c o n s tra in s  th e  a d v e n tu re  of th e  re a d e r 's  p ro d u ctio n  of 
th e  text sim ply b e c a u s e  it d o e s  give him too ls a n d , p e rh a p s , n e g a te s  th e  s e a rc h  for or 
c rea tion  of o th e r  too ls . M cCaffery h a s  a lre ad y  show n  u s  how  m an d a tin g  p roduction  is not 
liberation. If th e  p a ra m e te rs  o f p roduction  a re  a lso  m an d a te d , th e  limits on  w h a t c a n  be 
p ro d u ced  h a v e  narrow ed . In sho rt, th e  v a lu e  of exp lanation  d o e s  not help  o v e rco m e  the 
w rite r /rea d e r  d iffe ren ce , a n d  b e c a u s e  th is  v a lu e , like th a t of p roduction , is m an d a to ry , 
th e  w rite r /re a d e r  d iffe ren ce  e re c ts  itse lf into a  h ie ra rch y : you  will p ro d u ce , h e re  a re  
th e  too ls, e tc .
M oreover, it b e c o m e s  c le a r  th a t W atten ’s  valorization  of form  d o e s  not a lw ay s 
m ain tain  its e th ica l s ta n c e , th e  o n e  thing th a t p re v e n ts  it from  sim ply being a  
p ro to m o d em ist too l for control of th e  re a d e r . N ear th e  e n d  of T o tal Syn tax . W atten  
critic izes D an  G ra h a m 's  c o n cep tu a l p oem  b e c a u s e  it "g ives only ex te rnal p a ra m e te rs  
su c h  a s  n u m b er of w ords, n u m b er of p rep o sitio n s , n o u n s , a n d  s o  on."32 W atten  in sis ts  
th a t th e  q u e s tio n  of "W hether som eth ing  like a  p o em  cou ld  b e  g e n e ra te d  al all, ev en  in a  
m an n e r Interior to lan g u ag e , is a n o th e r  q u e s tio n  a lto g e th e r, b u t in any  c a s e  a  p o e m  is a  
co nstruc tion  in la n g u a g e .”33 G ra h a m 's  p iece  su p p o rts  m y c h a rg e  th a t inasm uch  a s  the  
m a te ria ls  o f th e  p o em  still b e lo n g  to  th e  a u th o r, th e  b o ss /w o rk e r  re la tionsh ip  p rev a ils , 
a n d  that, in fac t, th is m andato ry  p roduction  tu rn s  w h a t h a d  b e e n  a  cho ice  of re a d in g s  
(uncritical c o n su m p tio n , critical co n su m p tio n  o r p ro d uction ) into a  S ta lin ist fac to ry . 
G ra h a m 's  p ie c e  is playful, a  g a m e  b e tw e en  w riter a n d  re a d e r , y e t W atten  ca lls  it a  
"m o n stro u s  m is tak e ."  If w e recall, poe try  is p ro c e s s  for w riters a s  d iv e rse  a s  C oo lidge, 
W atten , Antin, e tc . W atten  s a y s  th a t "P o e m s a re  tem poral: they  h a v e  no o b jec t s ta tu s ." 34 
T hey  a re  tem p o ra l b e c a u s e  th ey  a re  m ad e  in lan g u a g e , which is a lso  tem poral. G ra h a m ’s  
p o em  involves n o  tem poral m o v em en t until th e  r e a d e r  p ro d u c e s  a  read ing . But it still 
d o e s  not e lu d e  th e  w rite r/read e r d iffe ren ce  a n d  it is still c o e rc iv e . W atten  m ain ta in s  the 
w rite r /rea d e r  d iffe re n c e  on  th e  im plied b a s is  of a  te m p o ra l/sp a tia l d istinction  th a t  w e 
h a v e  a lre ad y  s e e n  is h o p e le ss ly  m udd led . A nd it is for th is r e a s o n  th a t W a tten 's  critical
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w ork is b o th  p resc rip tiv e  a n d  liberating; it o p e n s  a n d  c lo s e s  itself in th e  s a m e  m o m en t 
to its r e a d e rs .
P e r h a p s  w h a t n e e d s  reev a lu a tio n  is th e  w ho le  notion of th e  w rite r /rea d e r  d iffe rence  
a s  h ie ra rch ica l o r a n a lo g o u s  to  th e  p ro d u c e r /c o n su m e r d istinction . No d o u b t it is in 
H eg e l's  long sh a d o w s th a t  th e s e  d iffe rences  a p p e a r  a s  a n a lo g u e s  of th e  m as te r/s la v e  
re la tio n sh ip . R a th e r  th a n  sh a d o w s  a ttem p tin g  to  b lur th is  d iffe ren ce  o r  re v e rse  it, w e 
n e e d  to m ain tain  th e  d iffe rence  a s  it a p p e a r s - e v e n  a s  a  h ie ra rc h y -a n d  rec o n c e p tu a liz e  
th e  v a lu e s  of production a s  n ec essa rily  "good’' an d  co n sum ption  a s  n e c e ssa rily  "bad." 
P e rh a p s  w e n e e d  to re th ink  th e  c o n c e p t of a n a lo g y  th a t perm its  th e  uncritical tra n s fe r  of 
c o n c e p ts  a c ro s s  fie lds o f s tu d y : political eco n o m y , litera tu re , ph ilo sophy , m a th em a tic s , 
p h y s ic s , e tc .
•  *  *
W h at follows is a  sk e tc h y  illustration of w h a t it m ight m ean  to p ro d u ce  a  portion of a  
W atten  poem . T h e s e  a re  th e  first th re e  s e n te n c e s  of his poem  "P lasm a":
A p aradox  is e a te n  by the  s p a c e  a ro u n d  it.
I'll re p e a t  w h a t I s a id .
T o  m ake a  city into a  s e a s o n  is to w e a r  s u n g la s s e s  inside a  vo lcan o .35 
T h e s e  s e n te n c e s  a re  trip le -sp ac e d  by W atten  to e m p h a s iz e  their re la tive  au tonom y . I 
w an t to  sh o w  how th ey  c a n  b e  re a d  individually an d  collectively, i.e., a s  a  "narrative."
O n e  c h a ra c te r is tic  of th e  first s e n te n c e  is its hom onym ic pun  th a t s e rv e s  to re in force 
th e  g ram m atica l s e n s e  of th e  p o em : a  p a ir  of d o ts  is  su b s titu ted  by th e  p ronoun  "it" ev en  
though  a  pair refe rr to  a  plurality. It’s  o n e  of th e  co n trad ic tio n s  in o u r  la n g u a g e  th a t w e 
a c c e p t a s  g ram m atically  valid : h e n c e  the  sy n tac tic  form of th e  s e n te n c e  is a  p a rad o x . At 
th e  s e m a n tic  level, a  p a ra d o x  is th e  s im u ltan eo u s  validation  of two eq u a lly  valid 
a s s e r t io n s  th a t  a re  n o n e th e le s s  m utually ex c lu s iv e . T h is  s im u lta n e o u s  validation o c c u rs  
e lse w h e re , ou tside  la n g u a g e , a s  the  "m eaning" of p a rad o x . T his "m ean ing" is n ec essa rily
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(m ean ing  is m etaphysica l) o u tsid e  la n g u a g e  b e c a u s e  o n ce  th e  m ean ing  is pu t b a c k  into 
la n g u a g e  th e re  a re  two valid a s se r tio n s  next to  o n e  an o th er: for exam p le , "I am  black  ail 
ov er. I a m  w hite  all over." But th is  is no  lo n g er a  p a rad o x  itse lf b e c a u s e  th e  s e n te n c e s  
h a v e  b e e n  sp a tia lized  an d  tem poralized : they  a re  a  'p a ir  of d o ts"  th a t no lo n g er occupy  
th e  s a m e  s p a c e  a t  th e  s a m e  tim e: im possib le in physics, la n g u a g e , e tc . But p o ss ib le  in 
th e  a te m p o ra l n o n -sp a tia l in s ta n t of "m ean ing ."  T hus the  m ateria lity  of la n g u a g e  pu ts 
th e  lie to  th e  ideality of m ean ing . T hus th e  p a ra d o x  is c o n s u m e d  by spatiality: the  
"white" of th e  b lank  p a g e  d e v o u rs  th e  m ean ing  of pa radox .
S e n te n c e  two is a  d e c la ra tio n  of deferra l, th a t is, a  p ro m ise . T he  future will va lida te  
th e  p a s t. But a t  th e  m om ent of th e  d ec la ra tiv e  th e  future an d  p a s t  a re  equally  p re s e n t at 
th e  s ite  o f th e  "what." This "what" is th e  s e n te n c e  a s  it s ta n d s . But this "what" is no t a  
s ta b le  entity , for s e n te n c e s  like th is o n e  (th is "what") a re  m a d e  up  o f e m b e d d e d  
s e n te n c e s :  th is  d e c la ra tiv e  is m a d e  of o n e  im perative ("rep ea t w h a t I said") a n d  four 
d e c la ra tiv e s  ("I sa id ,"  "I'll," "I'll re p e a t,"  a n d  "I'll re p e a t  w hat"). In re la tio n sh ip  to the 
first s ta te m e n t  th is  s e n te n c e  s e rv e s  a s  a  link to th e  third s e n te n c e  which is a  varia tion  
o n  th e  first. M oreover, "what" a lso  re fe rs  to th e  first s e n te n c e .
S e n te n c e  th ree  is only a  "repeat" of s e n te n c e  o n e  a t  the level o f analogy . Y ou can 't 
"m ake a  city into a  s e a s o n "  if th e  v a lu e s  of "city" a n d  "se a so n ,"  w hich d e p e n d  o n  th e  prior 
m eta p h y s ic a l opposition  of cu ltu re  a n d  n a tu re , still hold. But y o u  c a n  "w ear s u n g la s s e s  
inside a  vo lcano ."  A nd yet w hat is p o ss ib le  is ludicrous; w hat is im possib le  c a n n o t even 
b e  ca lled  " re a so n ab le ,"  "silly" o r any th ing . T h is, of c o u rse , from  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  of 
m e ta p h y s ic s . Now g ram m atica l sym m etry  (tw o infinitive p h r a s e s  linked by th e  co p u la  
"is") Is rep lica ted  a t  th e  m e tap h y sica l level wherr* cu lture a n d  n a tu re  a re  o p p o s e d :  to 
m ak e  a  cu ltu re  into a  n a tu re  is to  w e a r  cu ltu re  inside na tu re . T h e re  is no e s c a p e  from 
cu ltu re, a n d  o n e  c a n n o t s h e d  o n e 's  cu lture e v e n  w hen one  b e liev es  o n e  is in n a tu re . Now 
a s  th e  first p a rt of th e  s e n te n c e  is c o m p o se d  of logical c o n c e p ts  ("city" and  "seaso n ") 
while th e  s e c o n d  part is c o m p o se d  of physical c o n c ep ts  ( " s u n g la s s e s ” a n d  "volcano"), to
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m a k e  o n e  logical c o n c e p t into a n o th e r  is to w e a r o n e  physical c o n c ep t inside  ano th er. You 
c a n 't  s e e ,  you c o n fu se  d iffe rences. And of c o u rse  p a rad o x  is the  n a m e  of th is  confusion  
w h e n  it Is va lid a ted . T o d ise n ta n g le  th in g s , to re tu rn  to th e  d iffe re n c es  " th e m se lv es ,” 
o n e  m u s t re tu rn  to  th e  m ateria lity  o f la n g u a g e  w ithout je ttiso n in g  its ideality . R a ther, 
o n e  m u st, a s  W atten  d o e s  h e re , d e -c e n te r  la n g u a g e 's  ideality.
T o  re tu rn  to d iffe re n c es  an d  not th e  identifies of th in g s, W atten , in P r o g re s s .  
r e v e r s e s  W illiams' fa m o u s  d ictum . For W atten , "The id ea  /  l a  the  thing."36 T h e re  a re  
n o  th in g s  but id e a s , a  notion s u p p re s s e d  by th e  v a lu e  of intentionaiity th a t d irec ts  the 
s ign  to  so m eth in g  o th e r  lh an  itself. T h e  sign  is im poverished  to the  d e g re e  its u se -v a lu e  
is c o n fin e d  to its signifying function. In c la ss ica l logic th e  notion of th e  id e a  a s  thing is 
c o n tra d ic to ry  b e c a u s e  o f th e  prior in te llig ib le -sensib le  d istinction . W a tten  p lay s  ou t 
th is  m eta p h y s ic a l s c e n a r io  from th e  o u tse t:  "R elax  /  s ta n d  a t a tten tion , and ."  Not only is 
th e re  a  parad o x ica l re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  th e  first tw o c la u s e s , bu t th e re  is a lso  p a rad o x  
e m b e d d e d  in th e  first w ord of the  po em : "Relax" c o m m a n d s  e a s e .  This s u g g e s ts  that 
W a tten , like M cCaffery, is qu ite  aw a re  of th e  co n tra d ic tio n s  of m a n d a te d  liberation by 
la n g u a g e  writing. But th is  s ta te m e n t is no t only a  c a v e a t  for lan g u a g e  w rite rs. It a lso  
p o in ts  to  th e  notion th a t w e  tak e  the  e a s e  of o u r  conven tional read ing  h a b its  a s  a  cho ice  
w e  h a v e  m ad e , no t u n d ers tan d in g  th a t th is "ease"  is a lso  m a n d a te d  by a  nu m b er of social, 
h is to rica l, political, e tc ., in te re s ts . W e forget th e  s ig n ifican ce  of th e  w ord  "habit"; w ere  
rea d in g  in g en e ra l fo rb idden  by a  to ta litarian  g o v e rn m en t w e m ight rem e m b e r.
N ow  th e  im perative o f "Relax" is re ite ra te d  by th e  c la u s e  th a t follows: "s ta n d  at 
a tten tio n ."  T he  g ram m atica l form  of "R elax," w hich c o n tra d ic ts  its m ea n in g , is reso lved  
h e re ; " s ia n d  at a tten tion" d e fin e s  "R elax." T he se c o n d  c la u se  is followed by a  third, 
w hich e n d s  the  se c o n d  line: "and." T he  se q u e n c e  of th ree  c la u se s  s u g g e s ts  that "and" is 
re la te d  to  "Relax" a n d  "s ta n d  a t atten tion ."  This "and," which s u g g e s ts  m ovem en t, is 
fo llow ed by  a  period . M ove only so  far. T h is v a lu e  of lim ited m o v em en t e n c o m p a s s e s  the  
s tru c tu re  of "R elax /  s ta n d  a t  a tten tion ."  R elax th is m uch  a n d  th en  s ta n d  a t  a tten tion .
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M oreover, th is "and" re p re s e n ts  th e  d islo ca ted  link b e tw e e n  being  c o m m a n d e d  to relax  
an d  c o m m a n d e d  to s ta n d  a t  a tten tion . As it is, th e  form "R elax  / s ta n d  a t  attention" is a  
p a ra d o x : tw o m utually exc lusive  co m m an d m en ts .
T h e  lin es  I c ited  a b o v e ~ "T h e  id e a  /  l a  th e  th ing"--are  p re c e d e d  by th e s e  lines:
"P urp le  s n a k e  s ta n d s  o u t on  /  Porcelain  tiles." T he  key  p h ra s e  h e re  is " s ta n d s  out on." 
T h e  figure s e e m s  to s ta n d  o u t from its (literal) g round ; th e  g ro u n d  s e e m s  to re c e d e  to  th e  
b a c k g ro u n d  in o rd e r  to let th e  figure b e  a s  figure. But w ithout th is g ro u n d  th e  figure 
cou ld  n o t b e  b e c a u s e  (1) th e  figure w ould h a v e  nothing to  differ from in o rd e r  to b e c o m e  
a  figure, a n d  (2) th e  figure is on  th e  g round . It s ta n d s  o u t from the  g ro u n d  it is o n . But 
th en , w h a t d o e s  it m ea n  to  claim  th a t "The id ea  /  l a  th e  th ing?" W atten  is first 
c o n te s tin g  th e  in te llig ib le -sensib le  d istinction  th a t W illiam s relied  on w h e n  h e  sa id  "No 
id e a s  but in th ings." But th is d o e s  not m ean  th a t the  id ea  a s  thing is the  s a m e  a s  s n a k e s  a s  
th ings. T h e  id ea  of th e  s n a k e  (concep t) is a  th ing, b u t it re la te s  to  th e  s n a k e  a s  thing 
(referen t) a s  a  figure to a  g ro u n d . T o co n fu se  th e s e  two th in g s is to fall into ideology.
S u c h  is th e  bulk of th e  first s ta n z a  of P r o g re s s . I rep ro d u c e  th is s ta n z a  in its 
e n t i r e t y - -  
R elax ,
s ta n d  a t  a tten tion , a n d .
P urp le  s n a k e  s ta n d s  o u t on
P o rce la in  tile. T he  id ea  
Is th e  thing. S k ew ed  by d e s ig n  . . .
- a n d  leav e  th e  an a ly s is  of th e  alliterative, a s s o n a n t ,  e tc ., c o m p o n e n ts  for
NOTES
1 L a n g u a g e  W riting is th e  rubric u nder which a  w ide ran g e  of writing p ro c e d u re s  
h av e  b e e n  g a th e re d . T h a t s o m e  of th e s e  p ro c e d u re s  a re  in conflict with o th e rs  is no t an  
a u to m a tic  re a s o n  for ge tting  rid of th e  nam e. D esp ite  the  co n tro v e rsy  g e n e ra te d  by the 
label, I u s e  it th roughou t a n d  w ith so m e  ju stice : all th e  w riters d is c u s s e d  by m e a re  
c o n c e rn e d  with th e  m edium  o f la n g u a g e  first a n d  fo rem ost. It is th e  priority o f the  
m ed ium  in their th e o r ie s  a n d  w o rk s th a t h a v e  led to  them  b e in g  d u b b e d  p ro to -m odern is t. 
T h e  p h r a s e ,  though  perfectly  n eu tra l a n d  a c c u ra te , Is usually  u s e d  insultingly. T h a t is 
not th e  c a s e  h e re .
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9 T a rn  2 2 3 .
10 S e e  S te v e  B e n so n 's  c o m m e n ts  in th e  co llabo ra tive  article , "Ron S iilim an, B arrett 
W atten , S te v e  B en so n , Lyn H ejinian, C h a rle s  B ern s te in , Bob P e re lm an ,"  In the  
A m erican  T re e , ed ite d  by Ron Siilim an {Orono, M aine: N ational P oetry  F oundation , Inc., 
1 9 8 6 ) , 4 8 6 .
11 B ob  P e re lm a n , p re fa c e , W riting /T alks, e d ite d  by Bob P e re lm a n  (C a rb o n d a le , 
Illinois: S o u th e rn  Illinois P r e s s ,  1985), viii. H e re a fte r  a b b re v ia te d  a s  WT.
12 R o b ert G luck, WT, 3.
13 S te v e  M cCaffery, North o f In ten tion : Critical W ritings 1 9 7 3 -1 9 8 6 . (N ew  York: 
R oo f B o o k s , 1986), 13 -29 .
14 M cC affery  17.
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18 M cC affery  18.
17 M cC affery  19 .
10 M cC affery  1 9 -2 0 .
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19 M cC affery  2 2 .
20 M cC affery  2 8 .
21 At th e  e n d  of th e  sec tio n  of B arre tt W atten  I p ro p o se  a  reth inking of p roduction  a s  a  
positive  c a te g o ry . M cCaffery h ints a t  th e  s a m e  in a n  interview  c o n d u c te d  by A ndrew  
P a y n e  In th e  s a m e  collection: "In light of th e  B audrillarlan  'p ro o f th a t  u s e  v a lu e  is bu t a  
c o n c e a le d  s p e c ie s  of e x c h a n g e  v a lu e  I w ould s a y  now  th a t th e  g e s tu ra l 'offer' to a  re a d e r  to 
'sem an tica lly  p ro d u c e ' h in ts a t  a n  ideo log ical con tam ination ."  A ndrew  P a y n e , "Nothing is 
F o rgo tten  b u t th e  Talk of How to Talk," North of In ten tion . 124. A nd finally, in a  long 
footnote  to  h is  e s s a y  "And W ho R e m e m b e rs  Bobby S a n d s"  M cCaffery a ck n o w led g es  the 
"m ed ia  narrative" a c h ie v e m e n t of w h a t th e  a v a n t-g a rd e  h a s  co n s is ten tly  failed  to do :
"the s tru c tu ra l abolition of ideological re la tion , th e  a v o id a n c e  o f th e  fe tish  of v a lu e  an d  
th e  d is a p p e a ra n c e  of s p e a k e r- l is te n e r  a s  s truc tu ra lly  d e te rm in e d , ideologically  
a lie n a te d  te rm s."  (foo tno te  1, 41) For a  rec e n t e x a m p le , I cite  th e  a d v e n t of rap  m usic. 
A long e s s a y  deta iling  th is  fo rm - th e  m o st original form  of A m erican  m u sic  s in c e  jaz z  
th o u g h  its ro o ts  a re  African a n d  C a r r ib e a n - r e m a in s  to  b e  w ritten.
22 B arre tt W a tten , T o tal S y n ta x  (C a rb o n d a le , Illinois: S o u th e rn  Illinois P re s s , 
1985); B arre tt W atten , P r o g r e s s  (N ew  York: R oof B ooks, 1985); B a rre t W atten , 
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24 W a tten , T o ta l S yn tax . 1.
25 W atten , T o ta l S y n ta x . 32 . .
26 O r, a s  N orm an  F inkelstein  c a lls  sty le  in h is a rtic le  on M ichael P a lm er,
"g e s tu re s ."  In F in k e ls te in 's  fasc inating  c o m p a riso n s  of P a lm e r 's  s tr a te g ie s  in la n g u a g e  
to  ca b a lis tic  a ttitu d e s  tow ard  S c rip tu re , th e  w ithdraw al o f th e  se lf  from  th e  tex t d e m a n d s  
th a t th e  w riter th row  him self dow n b e fo re  th e  a lta r  o f th e  W ord or, d isda in ing  
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h is d isc o u rse . N orm an  Finkelstein , "T he C a s e  of M ichael Palm er," C o n te m p o ra ry  
L i te r a tu r e  2 9 .4  (1 9 8 8 ), 5 1 8 -3 7 . S e e  e sp e c ia lly  5 3 0 -3 1 .
27 W a tten , T o ta l S y n tax . 29 .
28 W atten , T o ta l S y n ta x . 40.
29 W atten , T o t a l  S y n ta x . 116.
30 W a tten , T o ta l S y n ta x . 118.
31 W atten , T o ta l S y n ta x . 1 3 8 -3 9 .
32 W atten , T o ta l S y n ta x . 216 .
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ABSTRACT
TH E PO ETICS OF OPEN AND C L O SED  FORM S
by
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T h is  d is s e r ta t io n  is  a n  in v e s t ig a t io n  in to  th e  "orig ins*  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n ts  o f th e  c o n c e p t s  o f 
o p e n  a n d  c lo s e d  fo rm s  in A m e ric a n  p o e tic s  a n d  p o e try . A f te r  a  brief o v e rv ie w  o f  th e  fo rm  
t h e s e  c o n c e p t s  t a k e  in  t h e  p o e tic s  of W a lt  W h itm a n  a n d  W illiam  W o rd s w o r th , I t r a c e  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  t h e s e  c o n c e p t s  th ro u g h  th e  critica l w o rk  o f  C h a rle s  O ls o n , B a rb a ra  
H e r rn s te in -S m ith , J o s e p h  F ran k  an d  W illiam  S p a n o s . M y a rg u m e n t  is tw o fo ld :  (1) t h a t  th e  
c o n c e p t s  o f  o p e n  a n d  c lo s e d  fo rm s  a re  p re d ic a te d  on  p h ilo so p h ic a l n o t io n s  c o n c e rn in g  
fo rm , im a g e , s p a c e  a n d  t im e ,  a n d  (2) t h e s e  c o n c e p ts  a re  all in te r re la te d , i .e . ,  o p e n  fo rm s  
a re  c lo s e d  in c e r ta in  w a y s  a n d  c lo se d  fo rm s  a re  o p e n  in  c e r ta in  w a y s .  I c lo s e  th e  
d is s e r ta t io n  w ith  r e a d in g s  t h a t  s h o w  h o w  th e  o p e n  fo rm s  o f  D avid  A n t in 's  ta lk  p o e m s  an d  
B a r re t t  W a t t e n 's  la n g u a g e  p o e try  a re  c lo s e d  in sp e c if ic  w a y s .
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